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Copy of a letter to .Mrs. Green from the Director and Editor of the
Princeton University Press :
December 14, 1959
~!rs. Constance McLaughlin Green
19 Second Street, N. E.
Washington 2, D. C.
Dear Mrs . Green:
I am happy to be able to write that at its meeting just completed, our
Board of Trustees enthusiastically approved publication of your history of
the city of Washington, subject only to a review of the completed manuscript
by our Editorial Board, The Editorial Boerd, which is a small f aculty committee, has already reviewed the partial manuscript which you sent, and is
very much impressed with it. Their final review of your completed manuscript would be with reference only to its scholarly content and without
reference to commercial expediency.
I think you will be pleased at t he enclosed report from an outside
reader whom we asked to advise us on the manuscript. Also I read the
manuscript nzy-self, and a member of our Editori al BoArd read it. We are all
convinced that the book will be an important contribution to scholarship,
and we also feel that it can be a r eal success as a publishing venture. We
would plan to produce it in an attractive format, probably something similar
to George Kennan's RUSf:IA LEAVES THE WAR, since it is a very large book.
We would also want to include forty- eight pages of illustrated material,
that is, sixteen pages of illustrations for each of the three major parts
of the book. If half the pages were full- page illustrations, and the other
half half- page, this would allow seventy- two illustrations, I would suppose
that in the archives i n which you have been doing your research there would
be a great many photographs, drawings, and maps that would be suitable, We
fotind your text very interesting in itself, and we do not agree with our
outside reader that you should attempt to bring forward the place of official
society in Washington. In your book official Washington assumes its proper
position with respect to the city as a whole, and we would not want to distort that. ,The social activities of Congress and the high officials of the
administration and judiciary make another story.
I know that you have been considering various alternatives, but I hope
that the idea of publishing with Princeton University Press will appeal to
you. I think we could succeed in getting the recognition the boolt deserves,
both from scholars and from the general public.
I shall look forward to hearing from you, and I hope to have the
pleasure of working with you in the future as the book progresses,
Sincerely yours,

Herbert S, Bailey, Jr.

Constance NcLaughlin Green
About 25% of a history of the City of Washington, D. C.
1.

Is this manuscript a ~t~nificant contribution to the field?
Yes.
1

(a)

If so to what extent i s its contribution im ortant and
useful to other scholars?
Inaccessible source material,
new interpretations. etc. )

If the three or more parts of the manuscript that I have not seen
match in quality this 285 page section, the book will be a distinguished addition to our very short list of good urban histories.
The author has caught the peculi~r flair of non-official Washington
and has succeeded in isolating characteristics that give it special
identity among lmerican cities. Her use of official sources and
newspaper material appears to be exhaustive, her sampling from
memoi rs, biogr aphies, etc. , adequate though less thorough. The
chapters on the Negro community are outstanding.
l

(c)

To what extent will it be useful to interested readers ,
outside the articular field of scholarship? (Scholars
in other fields, general__r.eaders, etc. ?

A well- done history of the national capital should have a more
gener al audience than t he usual city history. Among other t hings
the book ought to be a natural for that l arge and perhaps mythical
library market that so sel dom materializes. Special audiences- the Negro communities in cities, or Washington itself--might be
substantial.
2.

Is the scholarship sound?
Yes; she fairly browbeats the reader with her possession of the
official sources on the government and the economy of the District.
On the other hand the occasional page or so with which she summarizes
the state of the Union--usually introductory pages for a new era-have t he flavor of rote reference to the l i beral orthodoxy of the
30 1 s and t he 40 1 s . I suppose th;i.s orthodoxy is stil l sound.

J. Is the content an effective unit? Does it make a well- rounded book?
This unit itsel f only wants an introductory and a concluding chapter
to make a well-rounded book. I cannot judge, of course, the organization of the whole work: if it is in proportion to this section,
the manuscript will run to a t housand or t welve hundr ed typescript
pages .

4.

Does the manuscr ipt have a readable style?
Are stylistic revisions ceITedfor?

A distinguished style?

The style is always mature and readable, frequently very graceful.
I was left uneasy by only one mi nor point. The author makes it

-2perfectly clear that her biases, in so far as they exist, lie with
the individual and community aspirations of the Negro, I hope she
will review very carefully her quoted use of such words as "darkies, 11
"Bad nigger," etc , ; no careful reader could possibly misconstrue
her position, but all her readers will not be careful,

5. If you were a publisher of acholar)Y books with a usualLy crowded
schedule, w9,_uld you consider this manuscript a worthy addition to
your list? I~it ~ome~~i.,!'.!g you would be proud to publish?

Yes,

6, Are there competin~oks J.n the field?
The last full dress history of Washington to which I can find any
reference was published in 1914, There are numerous picture books,
semi- official histories, and period studies, but nothing of this
scale and quality.

7, ~final reaction is that:
(x)

I strongly recommend publicat~on, I offer some suggestions for
revision, but adoption of these should_ be left to the discretion of the author , Obviously this advice must be reviewed
after the submission of the remainder of t he manuscript.

8, Could the manuscript be improved by cutting?
Possibly, though I doubt it, The author achieves her ends by patient
accumulation of a great deal of sometimes prosaic fact , She might
find it possible to ill ustrate the same conclusions by resorting to
more emphasis on dramatic incidents in her story, by more reliance on
colorful vignettes at the expense of her sequential account, This is
is not her style, however, nor do her principal sources point to
this kind of treatment,
This point ill ustrates the reservations I have about the work, The
narrative stream is almost too placid, composed as it is of many
interesting facts but few dramatic ones, many, many names, but few
faces, I t hink that the circles of public and official Washington
are left too far off-stage, though I realize that if politics as such
were permitted to intrude too much, the book would be spoiled, Still,
I would welcome a bit more attention to the changing styles of presidents• ladies, or the shifting fashions of congressional society,
Effective presentation of the book will require maey maps and sketches,
and lavish illustration, The author is not at her best in calling up
visual images of t he evolving city beautiful; she needs a photographer
through almost every episode of her account, Mrs. Green has given us
a shrewd analysis of the District I s undemocratic good gove rnment, a
balanced and intimate report of the economic basis for the peculiarities of Washington's urbanizat i on, end a haunting account of the disappearance of Negro influence on decisions in the capital community,
Her effort to capture the "city of conversation," to reveal 'the excitement of an evening during an important moment of Washington society,
is less successful, The structure of her book requires that she emphasize gradual institutional chauge rather than the ephemeral brilliance of t his or that salon If the whole book is as good as t his
part, I think it could be a successful publishing vent ure.

..

·Cfl'JIP'l'ER I

THE FOUNDING Ol fflE NPTIONAL CAPITAL
In late May 1800 when the sloops carrying government records and the
per sonal belongings of federal officials docked

a'.;

Lear• a wharf on the

Potomac near the mouth of Rock Creek, the new national capital bore little
reserr.blance to a c!ty.

A half-mile below the landing a sluggish little

stream, Goose Creek, elaborately 7enEJ:ed the Tiber, worked its

t

river t.hrough tidal flats steami_ng in the hot sun,

wizy

to the

Above the marshy estuary

rose the painted sandstone Executive Mansion flanked on one side by the brick
building designed for the Treasury, on the other by the partly-built headquar·~ers for the War Department.

A mile fartoor east one wing of the

whitH freestone Capitol occupied a ::ommanding position on Jenkins Hill,
blocking off from view the houses on the wooded plateau beyond.

Nearby,

dwellings ready to turn into boarding houses for Congressmen dotted the
.
ridge along New Jersey avenue, whilo on North Capitol street stood the
two houses General Washington h?.d p11t up to encour?.ge other investors.
Between the C.,.pitol and the President's "Palace'' stretched Pennsylvania
avenue, planned as the federal city's main thoroughfare, its course now

l

marked by a tmigle of elder bushes, swamp grasses and tree stwnps. 1

1 Proceedings of the Co!Mlias~.oners, r:v, pp. 215 16, 2h Sep 1798,
National frchives, Record Group L2 {hereafter cited as Comrs 1 ~eedings);
ltr, George ,:ash.;_nf!ton to Dr. William Thorntc,n, October 1799, quoted in
\\:;.lhelnms Bryan, ~ Hiistozx <!f. ~ Nationtg,_ Capital, I, 311-12 (hereafter
cited ae B:cyen, Capital); "Washington in 1800," The Correspondence ~d
~ iscell~nies of the Hon. John Cotton Smi~h, pp. b,J.47 (hereafter cited as
j , C. Smith, Corresr,;:;;;-Jen~A); John Ball Osborne, "Removal of the Governmen·~ to Washingt.011,' (.;QJ.umoia Historical Society Records, III, 158 (hereafter ~ited as CHS Rec).

2

Downstream from the tidal swamps bluffs edged the river nearly to
Greenleaf~s point where the "Eastern Branch" flowed into the Potomac.
About the point, today the site of Fort M:>cNair and the National War
College, were some substantial brick houses>some of then occupied, more of
them awaiting tenants.

The speculators who had attempted to e:,:ploit this

river front area had also erected two rows of houses west of the President's
I

House on Pennsylvania avenue, the "Six Buildings" begun by James Greenleaf
at 22nd street, and at 19th street the better-known "Seven Buildings,"
fina11ced by Rober·t, Morris, which wou:j.d serve for a time as offices for the
Department of State,
Other houses conforming to the federal commissioners' exacting
specification:i lay scattered over the four-mile expanse from the site of
the Navy lard on the Eastern Branch to WasM ngton City• s northwestern
boundary at Rock Creek.

Here and there clustered small frame houses which

the commissioners in charge of building had reluctantly permitted because
"mecr,anics" obviously could not afford to build or occupy three-story
brick e jj fices and the city would have to accommodate some of the "lower
orden;. 11

All told, Washington contained but 109 habitable brick houses

and 263 wooden.

But in mid--summer the beauty of the natural setting

imprersed newcomers.

The "romantic !•cenery·• of river banks shaded by "tall

umbrageous forest trees 11 compensated some1-1hat for the 11 unformed11 streets,
the roofless houses, the dist,ance from one group of buildings to the next,
and the clutter of stone, lumber and debris about the unfinished government
buildings.

Not until the Nove:nber winds stripped the trees bare would

the rawness and untidiness cf the new capital afflict men fresh from the

3

elegance and comforts of Philadelphia. 2
Georgetown on the heights of the Potomac upstream from Washington
City was more prepossessing.

Laid out in 1751 and incorporated in 1789,

the little river port had flourished for some years as a shipping center
for Maryland and Virginia tobacco.

After 1793 she had suffered reverses

as the small crops grown on depleted soil, the uncertain markets of warridden Europe and, hearsay reported, the diversion of local capital to
speculation in Washington real estate combined to cut her tobacco exports
by two- thirds.

At the opening of the nineteenth cent ury she still served

as an outlet for the produce of the Maryland farms in her immediate vicinity,
and her population together with that of the county outside her limits
exceeded by some 1900 the 3000 inhabitant.a of Washington.

Fine- looking

brick houses stood in pleasant gardens running from "Bridge Street" to the
river or along four or five other wide streets; the humble dwellings of
working people occupied the land about the wharves and the warehouses.
comfortable inns offered visitors accomodation.

Two

St. Johns and a handsome

Presbyterian church contributed to the settled atmosphere of the community,
while Georgetown Semina.-y, founded eleven years before by Bishop John
Carrol l to train men for the Roman Catholic priesthood, lent the village
special distinction.

2

Congressmen seeking agreeable living quarters would

Allen c. Clark, Greenleaf mid Law in the Federal City, pp. 124-43,
245-46 (hereafter cited as Clark, Greenleaf~~); William B. Webb,
The La.!:!...2.f the Corporation 2f ~ Git* of Washington, (1868), pp. 55-62;
Mrs. Thornton's Diary, in CHS Rec, X, 1-246 (a complete transcript of the
entries for 1800); American state Papers, Miscellaneous, I, 25h- 56 (hereafter cited ~s ASP, Misc); Margaret Bayard Smith, The First ~orty Years of
Washington Society, Gaillard Hunt, ed., p. 10 (hereafter cited as M.B. Smith,
First Forty Years); ltr, Richard Griswold to Mrs. Fanny Griswold, 6 Dec
1800, Griswold Papers, Yale University Library.

4
be tempted to choose Georgetown, despite the inconvenience of the three
miles of travel over rutted roads to reach the Capitolo3
Alexandria, five miles down the Potomac at the southern tip of the
"ten-mile square", was still more finnly established and spphisticatedo
Beautiful houses built before the Revolution fer the Scottish tobacco
factors and the wheat merchants who had developed this chief seaport on the
Potomac proclaimed her relative antiquity and commercial importanceo

By

building a network of roads into the lower Shenandoah Valley in the 176o 1 s
and 1770 1 s, Alexandrians had captured the lion's share of the export trade
in Virginia wheat and flour.

According to that obserYant Frenchman, the

Due de la Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, in 1791 the city had "superb wharves
and vast warehouses. ,,4 Unfortunately for her 5500 inhabitants, she was
accessible to the new capital only by sailing vessel or by coach and the
ferry over the river below Georgetown. Yet Alexandrians, like citizens
of Georgetown and Washington City, saw in the transfer of the federal
government to the Potomac the dawning of a bright new future 0

Though later

events would lead them to ask themselves why they had so confidently
expected prosperity to follow imroediately, in 1800 residents of the area

3 Ltr, Benjamin Stoddart to John Templeman, (n,d. but in 1804,

Papers of Benjamin Stoddart, (Ms Div, L, C.); Avery o. Craven, Soil Exhaus~ ~ ! Factor in ~ ,6.gricultural History of Virginia and Maryland,
in University of Illinois Studies :!;!l Social Sci.ences, XIll-ZMar 1925/,
76-77.

4

Craven, Soil Exhaustion, pp. 66, 71; Fairfax Harrison,~Marks of old PrinceWilliam, II, 387, 399, 407-17.

5
believed that a mighty co111111ercial expansion would rapidly occur at "the
permanent seat of empire. 11 5
The Background of the "Residence Act"
Indeed Americans generally had asswned that wherever Congress chose
to locate the federal city, there a great c:ommercial center would arise.
.

~

That conviction explains more fully than ruzy consideration of prestige or
legislators' convenience wh,y sectional controversy had run so strong during
the Congreslfional debates on the "residence" bill.

ExpectatiollB of long-

term economic benefits as well as the immediate revenues the presence of
Congress would bring to a community--$100,000 annually, a well-informed New
Yorker estimated6--had led a half-dozen towns and states months before the
debates opened to offer Congress land for a permanent meeting place and
jurisdictional rights over it.

During the nearly eight years of inter-

mittant discussion between October 1783 and July 1790, representatives
had agreed on the overriding importance of a central location for the seat
of government.

But whereas some men defined central as geographically

5 H Rpt 59, llC, 2S, 2 Feb 10, Papers 2f. ~ First Fourteen~fesses (Rare Book Division, L.C.); ltr, Oliver Wolcott to Mrs. Wolcott,
Jul 00, quoted in George Gibbs, Memoirs of the Administrations of
Washington~ John Adams, edited from thePapers of Oliver Wolcott, Secretary C2_f !:!!£ Treasury, II, pp. 37o:'j"g (hereafter cited as Gibbs, Memoirs);
Isaac Weld, 1'ravels Through the States of North America and the ProVinces
of Upper ~ Lower Canada, in the Years"1:795, 1796 ~ 1797, :r, 90-91
TTiereafter cited as Weld, Travels); Alexandria Advertiser, 8 Dec 1800;
Second Census o f ~ United StatesJ 1800.
Annals 2f ~ Congress of the United States, 4C, lS, 31 Mar 1796,
p. 828 (hereafter cited as Annals:-}; ltr, Ezra L. ttommedieu to Governor
Clinton of Neti York, 15 Aug 1783, quoted in Thomas L. Collins, The Continental Congress :h!! Princeton, cited in Bryan, Capital, I,
6

u.

-

6

half-w,zy between southern Georgia and northern New Hampshire, to others
the term meant center of population, a point considerably north of Virginia
even were slaves counted.

Apparently no speaker mentioned the drawbacks

of a capital in slave-holding territory.

Southerners were persuaded,

Thomas Jefferson perhaps as completely as anyone, that a capital below
the Mason-Dixon line would attract "foreigners, manufacturers and settlers"

to Virginia and Maryland and thus shift southward the center of both
population and power.7 The Potomac river valley moreover, gave the South
one natural advantage:

a link between the eastern and the trans-Alleghany

West by river and the shortest traversable route over the mountains.

Aware

that the Ohio country, if left without commercial ties With the East,
111ight align itself With the Spanish or French settlements of the interior,
George Washington and several associates in 1784 had organized the Potomac
Company to improve neVigation of the river westward. 8
In the end neither geography nor demography so much as political
bargaining had fixed the location of the c;apital. As the controversy
dragged on into 1790, Jefferson, Secretary of State in Washington's first
administration, and Alexander Hamilton, Secretary of the Treasury, had

7 Ltr, Jefferson to the Governor of Virginia L,Benjamin Harriso!?,
11 Nov 1783, and Notes on the Permanent Seat of Congress, 13 Apr 1784,
quoted in Saul K. Padover, (ed.), Thomas Jefferson and the National
Capital, pp. 1-4, 6-9 (herea.i'ter cited as Padover, Jefferson); North
Carolina State Records XVI, 908, cited in Bryan, Capital, I, 16.
8 Weld, Travels, I, 71-80; Walter E. Sanderlin, The Great National
Project:!:. History of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, in The Johns Hopkins
University Studies in Historical and Political Science, LXIV, no. I (1946),
po. 10-18 (hereafter cited as Sanderlin, National Projec_1).

1
arranged a compromise.

Over Jefferson I s supper table in New York, the

two cabinet members and CongresSlllen 'Richard Bland Lee and .AleXBnder White
of Virginia had agreed that in return for Hamilton's aligning northern
support for a southern capital the Virginians would vote for federal assUlll}rtion of the state ·debts incurred during the Revolution.9

Congress, in

accepting the plan, had specified Philadelphia as the seat of government
for ten years while the federal city was building.

Thus supnorters of a

strong national fiscal policy gained a vital concession and the proponents
-

~

of a capital on the Potomac at once won special recognition for their
section and, as they believed, a significant boost for the South's
flagging co111111erce. 10
Throughout the long and frequently acrimonious disagreements over
where to locate the capital, £ew men had challenged the principle of Congressional control of a federal district.

General consensus outside and

in Congress had already settled that basic problem.

From first to last,

every gift of land tendered to Congress, whether from the town of Kingston,
New York, Nottingham, New Jersey, or the state goverranents of New York,
Maryland, New Jersey, Virginia, or Pennsylvania, had included offers of
complete jurisdiction free from state interference. 11 In the light of

9 Jefferson, Note on Residence Bill, May 1790, and ltr, Jefferson
to James Monroe, 11 Jul 1190, in Padover, Jefferson, pp. 11- 12, 19.

lO For more detailed discussion of the debates on the Residence bill,
see John B. McMaster, t_ History 2f ~ People 2f. ~ United States, I,
555-62, and Bryan, Capital, I, 1- 29.
11
Papers of the Continental Congress, Item 20, Reports of Comnittees
on "State Papers," I, 389, 4 Jun 1783, end Item 46, Proposals to Congress
relative to locating the seat of government, passim, and especially pp.
9. 11, 43, all in National ftrchives, Record Group 11 (hereafter cited as
Papers Cont Cong).

8

the jealousies with which the sovereign states composing the Confederation
guarded t~ir p~rogatives, the willingness of each contender for the
capital to relinquish authority over a piece of its own territory may seem
strange at first glance.

Cession of lmds in the West was a different

matter, for they were remote, part of an unse!.tled wilderness; the capital
would be the very center of .American political and commercial activity.
But compelling reasons for state self-denial were several.

The very

jealousies between the states made each loath to see a rival in a position
to dominate the general government.

At the same time aey method of

strengthening the Union without injuring aey of its 'thirteen members had
obvious merit.

A fixed meeting place for Congress should provide the

stability that parapetetic sessions had denied it.

"Muteability of place",

a delegate to the Constitutional convention observed in 1787, "has dishonored the Federal Government. "12 Yet to place a permanent capital
within the jurisdiction of one state was to imperil the influence of every
other. The surest way of avoiding that risk was to vest in Congress
rights of "exclusive legislation" over the capital and a small area about
it. The debates on the residence bill had proceeded upon that premise. 13
While the competitive bide for the caoital were rolling in, an
episode had occurred in Philadelphia that underscored the weakness of

12 Quoted in Bryan, Capital, I, 12.
13 E.g., Journals of the Continental Congress, XXIV, 381-82,
x:JY, 647- 6o, 70~14; Papers Cont Cong, Item 23, Reports of committees
relating particularly to Congress, I, 101-02, 13 Aug 1788, and 339-41,
6 Aug 1788.

9

Congress and the necessity of bolstering its prestige if the Union were

to be more than a meaningless name.

In June 1783, Pennsylvania veterans

not yet discharged from the army had prepared to march to the State House
where Congress was in session to demand the pay long overdue them for
service during the Revolution.

F,arlier petitions had elicited no answer

from Congress, doubtless for the very good reason that With an empty
federal treasury a satisfactory reply was not possible.

i.;ongress upon

learning of the soldiers' impending arrival had asked the Pennsylvania
state council for protection.

The council had taken no action; Philadel-

phians reportedly sympathized with the soldiers who weee, after all,
seeking redress of reel grievances by use pr procedures recognized in
America--free assembly, free speech and direct appeal to elected representatives,

On June 21st some 2,0 "mutineers" gathered shout Independence

Hall, onlY to find the doors locked against them while Congress huddled
inside. Their nearest approach to Violence consisted of "offensive
language" and occasionally a musket pointed at the tightly shut windows.
In mid-afternoon when Congress adjourned, the soldiers returned to their
barracks.

CongresS11ten thereupon scuttled out of the city to reconvene in

Princeton the following week.14 The 11affront'1to the dignity of Congress
added ammunition for the campaigners for a federally controlled capital,
but the movement to establish it had gained momentum weeks before,

Only

later did Congress, perhaps secretly chagrinned at its own timidity, cite
the humiliations it suffered from Pennsylvania as justification for an

14 The Writings~ James Madison, 19, 21 Jun 1783, I,

48o,

4B2-8li.

10
"Exempt jurisdiction. ,.JS And in time, after the excesses of the French
Revolution had frightened moderates everywhere, the story of the mutin,y in
Philadelphia came to find place in school text books as the reason for
founding a new capital city out of reach of mobs and powerful local interests.
Implications and Express Terms of the Act
In accepting the principle eventually written into the Constitution
that Congress must be supreme in the federal district, no one had equated
sacrifice of state power with cancellation of the political rights of
citizens of the future federal territory.

On the contrary, Americans of

the 178o's had rather taken for granted that its pennanent residents, like
citizens of any state, would "enjoy the priVilege of trial by jlll'y and of
being governed by laws made by representatives of their own election. 1116
Madison, to be sure, had recognized the puzzling character of the problem
in a country where all political machinery operated through state organizations and only citizenship in a state enabled a man to vote in Bational
elections.

In 1783 the wise little Virginian had noted merely that "the

power of Government within the sd district LShould b£7 concerted between
Congress and the inhabitants thereof. 11
further,

But four years later he had gone

In one of the Federalist papers, that collection of able essays

l5 Papers Cont Cong, Item 23, I, lh9-52, 18 Sep 1783 (NA, RG 11);
Annals, 6c, 2s, h Feb 01, p. 996 and 7c, 2s, 9 Feb OJ, pp. $OJ-oh.
16 Papers, Cont Cong, Item h6, p. 1, 20 Mar 1783, p. 5, 12 Mar
1785, p. 9, 7 Mar 1783, p. 15, 25 May 1783, P• 35, 16 Jun, p. 55, 28 Jun
1783, p. 93, n. d.

11
urging adoption of the Constitution, he had declared the political status
of citizens of e federal district 8lllply protected, "as they will have
had their voice in the election of the government which is to exercise
authority over them;

["ani.7

as a municipal legislature for local purposes,

deriving from their own suffrages, will of course be allowed them." If
the phrase "they will have had their voice" implied they oould not long
continue to have it, few contemporaries had observed the nuanceo 17
In fact before 1800 few contemporaries apparently had thought at
all about the local problem in the making.

In the 1780 1 s men concerned

about building a stronger union had so firmly believed a f'ederally
controlled capital a necessary part of the plan that they had incorporated
the provision into the Constitution.

At the state conventions called to

ratify the Constitution, only in Virginia and North Carolina had delegates
so much as spoken of the hazards of creating a federal district beyond the
reach of state laws, and these criticisms, though pointing to possible
tyrannies--abolition of trial by jury within the district and grants of
coimnercial monopolies to its merchants--, had been in essence part of the
over-all attack upon any pian for a strong central governmento 18 After
ratification of the Constitution and passage of the residence bill eighteen
months later, the question of governing the tenQmile square on the Potomac

17 Ibid., Item 23, II, 161, 22 Sep 1783; ~ Writings 2f James
Madison, n, 12-13; The Federalist, #430
18 Debates of the Virginia Convention •••• ~ . 1788, III, 27-31;
North Carolina Convention, Proceedings and Debates ••• July 1788, pp, 229•
36, 246-47, 273-74 (both in Rare Book Div, L.C.).
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had resolved itself for a decade.

The act of 16 July 1790 had not only

empowered the President to choose the exact location and engage commissioners to take charge of planning and building the new capital but
had also decreed th.st until Congress took up residence there and should
"otherwise by law provide, 11 Maryland law should run in the territory ceded
by Maryland, Virginia law in the area given to the United States by the
Old Dominion.1 9 With that decision, ftmPricans had thankfully dismissed
the matter.

As late as November 18oo local citizens therefore continued

to vote in state and national elections.
Preparat ions, 1790,.1800
President Washington, although free by the terms of the Residence

.Act to select aey locality between t he mouths of the F.astern Branch and
the Connocheague river forty miles up the Potomac, had probably never
seriously considered a site above tide water.

In an era when travel

was slow and hazardous at best, a capital accessible to coastal and oceangow vessels was virtually :iJnperative.

Twentieth century residents of

the District of Columbia ~evertheless have wondered now and again why a
trained surveyor who knew the countryside well chose a spot where tidal
swamplands yearly bred fevers and oppressive damp heat would blanket the
city every summer.

The answer, apart from the undeniable imoortance of a

location below the fa1ls of the Potomac, is doubtless two- fold.

Eighteenth

century Americans looked upon the weather as an act of God and climate a
condition of nature which need not affect aey man-made decision.

In the

second place, as long as trees covered the shores of rivers and streams,

l9 Annals, lC, 2S, Appendix, 16 Jul 1790, pp. 223u- 35.
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the area below the Little.Falls of the Potomac enjoyed natural "air
conditioning", and, before deforestation produced a downwash of soil and
vegetation that silted up brooks and created marshes, the site of the
capital was probably nearly as healthful as any farther upstream.
Residents of the early 19th century,to be sure, suffered so regularly
from 11 nux" during the winter and "ague" in spring and summer that they
expected to

r,m

fevers while going about. their daily business. 20 But

ill health pervaded most communities1 and the letters and diaries of the
period rarely attributed its prevalence here to Washington's climate or
unwholesomeness of location.
During the ten years of preoaration for the transfer of the
government to the banks of the Potomac, President Washington and then
President ,dams, the commissioners, the French engineer Charles Pierre
L1 Enfant whom the President had chosen to lay out the city, Thomas
Jefferson, as renowned for his architectural talents as for his knowledge
of statecraft, local landowners, and an array of carpenters, bricklayers,
stone cutters and day laborers had struggled with financial and physic14,
difficulties and with each other.

The President had persuaded the chief

property-owners to convey to the United States in trust all their land

to be included in the city limits.

According to the agreement, the

govermnent was to pay nothing for the area shown on L1 Enfant's plan as
set aside for public buildings, "reservations", and streets; of the land
remaim.ng, half the lots were to revert to the original proprietors, and

20 M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, p. 33; ltr, Dolly ¥adison to
R. D. Cutts, 19 Sep 43, quoted in Clark,~ of Dolly Madison.
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for the other half the United States would il25 Maryland currency, about
$67 an acre.

Since the state of Maryland had already advanced ~72,CXX)

and Virginia / 120,000, sale of the government lots supposedly would raise
enough additional money to cover the costs of erecting the public buildings.
Troubles had cropped up almost at once,
the high-handed L'Enfant.

The coll1Missioners had to dismiss

They .had found competent workmen hard to recruit,

probably chieflY because slave labor kept wage rates in the fouth lower
than in northern cities; in 1798 ninety slaves made up most of the work
force engaged in building the Capitol.

Since the surveyor's pla.ts and

L1 Enfant ' s map were not in agreement, long-drawn-out quarrels had arisen
between landowners and oublic officials,

while feuds occurred between

architects and builders of the Capitol. 21 A syndicate formed to buy up
lots in Washinp,ton City, build houses, and sell at a profit had ended in
bankruptcy in 1797, leaving behind scores of unfinished dwellings and,
still worse, a bad name for the capital as a place for investment. 22 And
yet in June 1800, the new national capital, however unfinished, was at
last a reality.
The ''Removal"
The arrival of executive officers and the oublic archives occasioned

21 Padover, Jefferson, 63-126, 150, 163-64, 178-87, 200-201, 322-34;
Letters of the Commissioners, V, 177-78 (Nft, RG 42; hereafter cited as
Comrs' Ltrs); ftnnals, 70, 2S, 23 Mar 02, pp. 1302-16; ltr B. Henry Latrobe
to Chm H. Comm 28 Feb 04, quoted in Documentary History of the Construction
and Developmenl 2£ the U.S. Capitol Building~ Grounds, H Rep 646, 58C,
2S, pp. 107-08 (hereafter cited as Hist of the Capitol)~ For an exhaustive,
though badly organized, account of these strur;gles, see Bryan, Capital, I,

105-356.
22 Jlllen c. Clark, Greenleaf and Law, pp. 151-67 •

little excitement; the great moment would not come until Congress convened
in November. Re sidents nevertheless welcomed the first official newcomers,
On 3 June, Georgetown sent a delegation of citizens on horseback to greet
President Adams at the District line and escort him to the city's Union
Tavern where a company of marines fired a salute in his honor.

The next

day the President drove on into Washington to inspect the Executive
Mansion and the Treasury and on 5 June to attend a reception arranged by
citizens at the Capitol.

Following a call upon the recently widowed

'fi-.

Mrs. Washington at Mt. Vernon and·a large banquet in Alexandria, the
.

"

President departed for Massachusetts after spending only ten days in the
District of Columbia,

By then departmental heads or responsible subor-

dinates had opened their offices for business in new, if too-frequently
cramped, quarters. 23 Though the advent of 131 federal emoloyees failed
to bring the long-aw1µted prosperity, their presence dispelled citi zens'
uneasiness lest Congress postpone its first session in Washington. 24
Meanwhile the commissioners hurried on with their preparations.
They had obtained another
short of money.
1797:
others.

f,So,ooo,

loaned by Maryland, but they were still

The sale of lots in the city had virtually stopped in

men were wary about buying in a place where bankruptcy had overtaker
Consequently in August 1800 the comnissioners cut the price nearly

23 J.B. Osborne, "Removal of the Government," CHS~ III, h7, 51;
Hugh T. Taggart, "Presidential Journey in 1800," ibid., III, 187-201;
Mrs. Thornton's Diary, 5-12 Jun 00, ibid., X, 151~
24 Mrs. Thornton's Diary, 7 Jan 00, CHS Rec, X, 92; "Reprints",
29 Apr 02, ibid., IX, 226-41,
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in half, keeping only to the stipulation that nurchasers must build on at
least part of their property.

That scheme worked. While Dr, William

Thornton, chief ar~hitect of the Capitol, prophesied a city of 16o,OOO in
a very few years, his wife noted in her diary "houses buildinp: at this

time--68 of brick and numberless wooden ones." During the summer communication improved.

Stage coach lines increased the number

of

runs to the

"Federal City" and by November a traveller from Philiadelnhia might make
the journey in thirty-three hours>though it generally took more.

The

theatre that opened in August closed in September after performances Nrs.
Thornton considered "intolerably dull", but already there was talk of
another season.

And, as if to show that various social amenities existed

here as well as in Philadelphia, the Marine Corps band inaugurated its
weekly outdoor concerts and two dancing "assemblies" organized during
the early autwnn. 25
Still more important for the city, that fall two newspapers began
publication in Washington, the National Intelligencer and the Washington
Gazette, while the Washington Federalist and The Cabinet of the United
States appeared in Georgetown to compete with the Centinel ~ Liberty,26

25 Comrs Ltrs, v, Ll9, VI, 38-39, Comrs to Sec/State, 27 Pug 00;
Proceedings of Comrs, 20 l>UP., lL Nov 00; Mrs. Thornton's Diary, CHS Rec,
X, 177-78, Centinel of Liberty, 6 May, 6 Jun, 11 Jul 00, cited in Bryan,
Capital, I, 363-64; Washinpton F'ederalist, 25 Nov 00; Georgetown ~·usellllll,
L N~~ntelliJTencer, 21 Nov 00, 28 J.pr 02; Gibhs, Memoirs, II, 376-78.

~

26 A.P. C. Griffin, "Issues of the District of Columbia Press in
1800-01-2," CHS Rec, IV, 32-74; Bryan, Capital, I, 36L-68.
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The Gazette, like many another publication in a city that would soon earn
the n/lllle "graveyard of newspapers," was destined to be short-lived, but
t he Intelligencer would last till 1869.

DurinR i ts first years the

Intelligencer owed its vigor to i ts owner, nrinter and editor, 5amuel
Harrison Slllith, friend of Jefferson and fonnerly secretary of the American
Philosophical Society.

Ps vehi cles of local advertising, -,,urveyors of

nat i onal news and organs of pol itical opinion, both papers contributed to
giving Washington a more nearly urban air than the years of planning and
building had contrived ,

And because Samuel Harrison Smith and his charming

wife, Margaret Bayard, were delighted with the young city, the columns of

t he I ntelligencer and the exchange of ideas in ~,rs. Smith's hospitable
drawing room helped temper harsh judgments upon the new capital.

Within

a ye ar of s aying of Washington "there is no industry, society or business,"
Oliver Wolcott, in July 1800 still Secretary of the Treasury, might have
conceded t hat the city had something to offer besides empty spaces,27
Character of the District's Population
Progress notwithstanding, Washington City in November 1800 was still
a small, rather isolated community.

Of the 501 "heads of households"

enumerated in the census return, nineteen were the "original proprietors"
who had signed the agreement with President Washington in June 1791, and a
score or more were smaller landowners who had accepted similar terms
somewhat later.

¥.oat of the rest were newcomers.

attracted some of them,
group.

A

LMd speculation had

Thomas Law was probably the most notable of that

wealthy man when he emigrated from England in 1795, he was one

27 Gibbs, Memoirs, II, 377,
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of the few large-scale investors in Washington real estate to make his
home here after the failure of the Greenleaf and Morris syndicate had
caused a sharp drop in local property val ues.

Law might rsnk as Washing-

ton's pioneer manufacturer, although the sugar refinery he financed near
Greenleaf' s Point in 1797 closed clown before 1801. Professional men fonned
a third categor y of the city's residents. William Cranch, at first ceroe
as business agent f or Robert Morris and James Nicholson, stayed on to
practice law and then to serve as judge of the circuit court.

~everal

other laWYPrs, three or four physicians Pnd a half-dozen pastors
lengthened the lis t of speci ally t rained men.

Op~ortunity to work on

government buil ding projects had brought still others, ranging in distinction from Dr. William Thornton, remembered for his design of the Capitol,
the Octagon House and other archit ectural triumphs, to his rivals,
English-born George Hadfi eld and th? Irishman James Hoban, and to the less
well-known Samuel Smallwood, l ater printer and a mayor of Washington.
While categories overlep, and a man like Daniel Carroll of Duddington was
at once an ori?,inal l anded proprietor and owner of the busiest brick kilns
in the city, the men intent uoon exploiting the co1m1ercial possibilities
of the new capit al made up a rather distinct fourth group of citizens.
Besides the suopliers of building materials--Robert Brent, for example,
whose quarry at Acqui a Crnek furnished stone for houses and federal buildings--there were merchants who hoped to estahlish imnort-export husinesses.
Colonel Tobias Le~r, fonner secretary of General WashinR1;on, represented
this kind of investor.

Though the collapse of 1797 had injured the prospects

of mercantile finns, some of the disappointed commercial adventurers

19
remained in the city in the belief that the convenin~ of '.A>ngress would
rnend their fortunes.

flf all the l!len who anticipated a hueiness future

in the c~ital, the printers and the tavern-and boarding-house keepers
were almost alone in correctly envisionine financial success.

Officers

attached to the Navy Yard and the Marine ~rps unit, while subject to
transfer, also ranked as local citizens; in 1800 everyone looked upon a
man like Captain Thomas Tingey, Commandant of the Navy Yard, as a fixture
in Waehington. 28

The other three to four hundred householders were obscure

craftsmen and day laborers, some of them free Negroes.
most of these lived from hand to mouth.

White or black,

Oliver Wolcott's comt,ent of July

1600 was uncomfortably apt five months later:

"The people are poor, and

as far as I can judge, they live like fishes, by eating each other.~ 29
In addition to the people who chose to live in the federal area,
the District's 13,267 souls in 18oO included some 3,200 chattel bondsmen,
a higher proportion than any later decade would show.

Yet no one person

owned rn!lny slaves, in Washington only seven people as m:>ny as ten find only
the former planter Daniel Carroll of Dudciington and Ann Burns as mar.(Y as
twenty.

The local attitude toward slavery, a visitor later remarked, was

28 Enumerator's Return for the District of ::Olumbia, Second Census
of the U.S., lllOO, pp. 117-50 (Ms N.J.• ); Proceedings of the Comra 1 29 Jun
1791 I, 13-16 (NA, R.G. h2); list of Origincl Patentees of \-/ashineton,
Folder, Historical Records Survey, District of Columbia, Ms Div, L.C.
29 Osborne, "Re!novsl of the Government, 11 CHS
Memoirs, II, 377.

!!!£,

III, 158; Gibbs,
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much ],ike that in the West Indies,

Surprisingly enough, the Naryland

segment of the District had some 900 more slaves than the Virginia and the
cities apparently more than the rural areas,

Use of hired slaves in

building ooerations in ~a~hington might account for this unusual distribution, though the census taker presU111ably wruld list slaves ae located
wherever their mP.sters lived. Whatever the eX!)lsnation, the fact is
inescaoable that the"peculiar institution"of the South was an accepted
part of the social order of the

new

capital from its very beginning. JO

In November 18oo this was the COIDlllunity which, as the "permanent
seat of emtlire", Americans hooed would cement national unity forever.

30 Seen. 28; Third Census 2f. ~ United States, 1810; David B.

Warden, Olorograohical and Statis'.icsl Description
Columbia, pP. 63-64.
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CHAPTER II

THE "SEAT OF F1-IPIRE 11 , 1800-1812
The Coming of Congress
Every free resiiient of the District of Columbia lor,ked forward to
17 November llloO, the date set for the first 111eeting of Jongress in tlie
new capital.

Six days before, voters of Washington journeyed to Bladens-

burg, Maryland, to cast their ballots in the national election. Polls in
Georgetown a."ld Alexandria served the other two cities.

EVidently no one

allowed himself to think this the last time citizens of the District of
Columbia would vote for Presidential electors and representatives in
Congress.

When Congress convened, it might continue the existing arrange-

ment or lllight redefine the political status of local residents, but their
political stature, like their economic, should grow, not shrink, once
the "Grand .Jouncil of the nation" assembled in Washington.

Cheerfully

leading men in Washington, Georgetown and tlexandria prepared to welcome
the 106 representatives and 32 senators of the Sixth Congress. 1
Nothing went 11s pl11nned.

For l:,ck of a quorum Congress had to

postpone its opening till 2/November.

The much talked-of orocession of

citizens to the Capitol did not take place at all, partly because of
quarrels over who should he master of ceremonies, and partly because of a

1 National Intelligencer, 12 Nov 00 (hereafter cited as Intelligencer);
Washington Federalist, 16 Oct 00. EVidence about faith in the District's
political future is negative rather than positive. Before December 1800
nothing suggests anxiety lest Congress cancel local voting rights.
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three-inch snowfall the day before.

Mrs. Pdams reached Washington a

fortnight after the President but found most of the Executive hansion
still unplastered, few furnishings in place, no bell pulls and a scarcity
of fire wood; she used the ceremonial East Room to hang the family washing
in.

Congre_ssmen complained of their <:16@:)1,rded lodgings and of the city• s

inconveniences and dreary appearance.

Representative Griswold of Connec-

ticut called it "both melancholy and ludicrous • •• a city in ruins. 112
Repeated derogatory convnent upon the new capital was not reassuring to
its inhabitants.

Only President Adams' message on the state of the Union

seemed to hold out encouragement and endow Washington with dignity: "In
this city may, •• self-government which adorned the great character whose
name it bears be forever held in veneration.
"It is with you, gentlemen, to consider whether the local powers
over the District of Columbia vested by the Constitution in the Congress
of the United States, shall be immediately exercised. 11 3
The Question of Local Government
Congress chose to act promptly.

To wait would leave the decision

on the District government in the hands of the recently victorious

2 Washington Federalist, 16 Oct

21 Nov 00;
Osborne, "Removal of the Government," CHS Rec, III, 152~.53; Letters of
Abigail !!!ams, pp. L32-3.5; J.C. Smith, Correspondence, pp. 6, 1L7; ltr,
Richard Griswold to Mrs. Faruzy- Griswold 6 Dec 00; ltr, Albert Gallatin
00; Intelligencer,

to his wife, 1.5 Jan 01, quoted in .Allen c. Clark, Life and Letters of
Dolly 1'.adison, p.
-- -

3 Annals, 6c, 2s, 22 Nov oo, p. 723.
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Republicans, opponPnts of a strone central p,overnr,pnt; Federalists in the
Lame Duck session of 1800-1801 had no t:une to lose if they were to make
the federal caoital a hulwark of national power,

Yet the bill presented

to the House in December had the support of some Republicans also, men who
considered the constitutional provision giVine Congress exclusive legislative authority in the District a mandate they dared not ignore.

To

disregard it might reopen the t ~ question of the location of the
capital and prove endlessly costly to everyone.

Certainly that reasoning

would exolain the readiness of some residents to relinquish their political
rights in exchllnge for assurance that the capital would remain on the
Potomac.

But to other local citizens and to a number of Congressmen the

plan offered by a special connnittee of the House came as a shock,

The

bill provided that the incumbents of state executive and judicial offices
within the District should continue in office until replaced by the
President with hie own appointees; that the powers of all incorporated
bodies in the District, including the corporRtions of /•lexandria and
Georgetown, remain unimpaired; and that the laws in force in Virginia on
1 December 1800 become the legal code for the trans-Potomac part of the
Di.strict, Maryland laws of that date the code for the rest of the ten-mile
square.4

Protests sounded from private citizens before the debate opened
in Congress.

The most vigorous attack apperu:'ed in a seriPs of articles

published in the National Intellige~ over the signature of "Epaminondas, 1'

4 Ibid., 6C, 2S, pp. 731.
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the pen name of Jlugustus B. Woodward.

Woodward, a Virginia-born lawyer,

a resident of ambitious, politically liberal .Alexandria from 1797 till he
moved to Washington in 1800, took exception to every section of the bill
and to one serious omission.S He argued that the constitutional provision
did not mean that District citizens ceased to be a part of the people of
the United States entitled to the enjoyment of participation in their
own government.

Admitting a constitutional amendment necessary to permit

local citizens to vote for the Presi dent and Vice President, elect a
senator and, when the population had grown sufficiently,a representative,
he urged the propriety of enacting the amendment

AS

soon as possible and

meanwhile of giving the "Territory of ::Olumbia" its own local, elected
legislature.
concerns.

"No policy can be worse than to mingle great and _small

The latter become ahsorbed in the fonner; are neglected and

forgotten . " A judgment in which later generations of District residents
would concur.

"It will impair," he added, "the dignity of the national

legislative, executive, and judicial authorities to be occupied with all
the local concerns of the Territory of Columbia. 116 Woodward objected
also t o establishing two different systems of legislation and jurisprudence
within tlle federal area and, prophetic of tre complaints to be repeated
for t he next hundred years, pointed to the handicaps of fastening upon a

5 Museum, 24 Dec 00, 12 Jan 01; Intelligencer, 24, 26, 29, 31 Dec

00; .Alexandria Jldvertiser, 6, 7, 9, 14 Jim 01; Chorles Moore, 11 /lugustus
Brevoort Woodward, Citiznn of Two Cities," CHS Rec, IV, 114-18.
6 Intelligencer, 29 Dec 00.

new community IUU'evised 18th-century state laws.

Finally,

11

Rpaminondas"

rebuked the cornmittee reporting the bill for failing to specify what part
of the exnE!11ses of the District should he horne by the federal government
and what share by local taxnc1y-ers.

"Is it that they Lt°he committee memberi/

imagine the affairs of this metropolis will fall into order by the mere
diurnal and annual revolutions of the earth?

Or do they intend that the

resources of the Federal Government shall be loVi.shed for the wants of
this favorite child, the door of its Treasury kept open and its every wish
gratified on request? •••• We must consider ••• that we are legislating for
posterity as well as for ourselves; and that the interest of millions
unborn is confided to our hands. 11 7
On the floor .of the House of Representatives opposition to the bill
derived from several mutually conflicting objections:

the unsuitability

of perpetuating state laws in an erea where, by the terms of the Constitution, Congress must be supreme; conversely, the desirability of continuing
the status quo, a workable arrangement in the ~ast, needed notilto protect
citizens' political rir,hts and enti.,,ely pemissible since the Constitution
allowed, but did not require, Coneress to exercise its full authority; and,
third, the unrighteousness of reduc:i.ng men "in the very heart of the
United States" to the oondition of subjects whose rulers would be "independent and entirely above the control of the people. 11 The House returned
the bill to committee. 8

7 ~ - , 31 Dec 00.
8 Annals, 6C, 2~, 31 Dec 00, np. 868-73, 2 Jan 01, p. 87u.
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Further conside~ation of the problem unhappily failP.d to bring
agreement either in Congress or among local residents.

A redrafted bill

proVided, to be sure, for an elected territorial legislature hut vested in
it no authority to leyy tues and limited suffrage to owners of District
real estate.

The proposal plPased neither proponents of fu:11 political

rights for the District nor the men aroci.ous at all costs to enhance the
prestige and authority of the federal government, Public meetings held
in Washington, Georgetown and flexandria to crystalize public sentiment
merely revealed the cleavage of opinion between citizens who abhorred the
very thought of such restricted political status and the men who considered
federal assumption of government for the District their strongest economic
anchor to windward.

And as multiplying uncertainties about the political

fate of the District undermined confidence in its commercial future,
rifts appeared between the advocates of some early decision, no matter
what, and the people who preferred postponement to an unsatisfactory act
that might prove hard to undo.

When the congressional debate reswned in

February 1801, Representative William Craik of Maryland declared the
situation of residents "deplorable"; they did not know unrler what jurisdiction they caJ11P and "serious drubts exist with judj_cioua men how fer
the grants and acceptances of lands, or their paoers, afford them security
for value received."

F.xhortation, however, could not reconcile Congrees-

men's differences; the upshot wss a stalemate.9

9

ill£·, 2, Ii Feb 01, pp. 991-1004; Intelligencer, 30 Jan, 6,
9 Feb 01; Alexandria Advertiser, 2, 19, 24, 26 Feb, 2, 3, 4, 11 Mar 01.
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As

u March

and the inauguration of a Republican President drew near,

the Federalists abandoned their efforts to present him with a fully organized,congressionally controlled District government.
measure was possible:

Only one inadequate

in the very last days of the session the House

hastily accepted two Senate bills establishing a judiciary for the area.
The acts divided the territory into Washington County where Maryland law
should run and f.lexandria County across the Potomac where Virginia law
should apply.

A circuit court, consisting of a chief justice and two

associates, was to hold four sessions yearly in each county, and procedures in each were to confom to the state I s.

Justices of the teace and

a marshal selected by the President completed the judicial system.

So far

from unifying the federal District, the laws enacted formalized and
widened the split into two jurisdictions. 10
Economic Progress, 1801-1802
While Federalists nursed their disappointment and Republican
partisans looked forward to having their own way in the 7th Congress,
people in the District faced the prospect of paying heovily for the delay.
Yet in the months following the March day when Thomas Jefferson walked !'rom
his New Jersey avenue boarding•house to 1:he Capitol to be sworn in as the
third President of the United States, Washington City began to taste a
little of the prosperity investors had long anticipated.

Anxiety lest

lO Annals, 6C, 2S, Appendix, 27 Feb, 3 Mar 01, pp. 1552-55, 156365; Walter s. Cox, "Efforts to Obtain a Code of Laws for the Distridt
of Columbia," in CHS Rec,III, 115•20,
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Congress vote to move to another locality subsided as the federal
Treasury poured money into completing public works--furnishing the Executive Mansion, adding the "0ven11 )an elliptical chamber at the south of the
Capitol for the tel'lporary accorrunodation of the House of Representatives,
construction of barracks for the .Mi:;rine Corps anrl read.Ving the Navy Yard
for outfitting shi-,s,

Surely no. si,ne nation wuld throw so much money

away. True, sale of public lots lagged; obliged to raise money to meet
payments due on the government's debt to Maryland, the commissioners held
two auctions during 1801 without netting for some of the land as much as
the purchase price of 1791.

But in spite of that ill omen and in spite

of renewal of the controversy about what was oublic, and what private1
property, 11 business in Washington quickened.

New dry goods, grocery, and

jewelry shops appeared>and house building went forward.

Additional

boarding-houses opened to compete with those on New Jersey avenue and with
Pontius D. Stelle's hotel on ~apitol Square, 'l'unnicliffe 1 s Tavern on
Pennsylvania avenue and William O' Neale's near the "Seven Buildings."
To men who did not "think themselves above a mechanic," Andrew MacDonald I s
Mechanic's Hall offered "several genteel rooms, with fireplaces" and a
ready suryply of beer and ryorter.

Before the enrl of the year the city had

599 habitabJ.e houses I and rentals were hringing an annual 20 percent return
on the investment.

In September 18'11 the Intelligencer asserted "no town

in the Union has advanced so rapidly. 11 12

11 See Ch I, n 21.

12 Intelligencer, 15, 26 Dec 00, 7 Sep, 18, 21, 28 Dec 01, 21 Jul
6 Oct 02; ASP Mis, I, 219, 243, 25L, 256-57, 26o; Comrs' Proceedings, 27
May, 20 Jun 01, VI, 158, 175-77.
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In early l8o2 when the Potomac ::Ompany, after seventeen years of
work, completed the locks and canal around the Great Falls above Georgetown, extension of trade westward seemed to promise all three District
cities an unparalleled commercial growth--an endless succession of boats
and canal barges disgorgin,g uo-country produce at the cities' wharves and,
as soon as further improveMent of Potomac navigation permitted the hauling
of barges upstream, shipments of manufactured goods inland.

Anxious to

make the most of the new opportunities, Washingtonians petitioned Congress
to charter a company to dig a canal through the heart of the city from the
Tiber to the St. J8111es creek, a tributary to the Eastern Branch.

The

scheme, which in 1792 the cO!l11!1issioners had attempted but RbRndoned for
want of money, would cut cartage costs in Washington; up-country r,rain

and flour landed at wharves near the mouth of Tiber creek could move
cheaply across to the F.astern Branch >while cargoes from ocean-going
vessels docked below the Navy Yard could be transported inland without
risking the dangers of sailing around Greenleaf's Point and beating
upstream against the force of the current. Washington thus would
independent of Alexandria and Georgetwwn.

be

Congress granted the charter,

authorizing lotteries to finance the undertaking, and stipulating only that
the company must have the canal in working order within five years. 13

l3 Sanderlin, C

••*

~ational Project, pp. 22, 29, 34; Annals,
m111i •n, :-rii .., 11 Feb, l May 02, op. 1300,
1351-55; "Thomas Law, Observations on the Intended :::anal in Washington
City," CHS Rec, VIII, 164; ASP, Mi~ I, 258-59.

7c, 1s, 19 Jan 02, p. L26,

30
Questions of Local Government Again
However encouraged by the upswing in business, citizens of the
capital knew their future must remain precarious as long ae the political
relationship of community and federal govenunent was unsettled.

Alexan-

dria and Georgetown were also uneasy, although most of their local politi~
cal rights were still theirs.

Congress, in turn, saw the drswbacks of

But in the early months of lfi02 revival of the

further temporizing.

proposal for a single territorial government with an appointed governor
and an elected legislature again showed the lack of unanimity among
private citizens and the unwholesome rivalries between the three cities.
Alexandrians not only protested over "taxation without representation,"
and over having Alexandria ::Ounty play second fiddle to Washington County
but objected to any consolidation:

"The inhabitants of the two <ti.visions

have been long under the influence of <li.fferent systems of lsws, paying
allegiance to <li.fferent authorities •• • and competitors in commerce. 11

So

great was the <li.versity of views between Georgetown, .Alexandria and
Washington "that no subor<li.nate legislature can be expected to give general
satisfaction." J\t that moment Washingtonians petitioned for a municipal
charter which would put tb:!m on an equal footillP, with residents of the
other two cities. 14

ft

third municipal corporation in the ten-mile square

would not resolve the fundamental problem of District representation in

l4 Intelligencer, 22 Jan, 5, 16 Feb, 3, 24 Max·, 30 Apr 02; Annals,

7C, lS, 26 Jan 02, p. 463.
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Congress and local voting for President'> and Vice President, but a municipal charter would lighten some of the congressional tasks.

Congress

acceded to Washington's plea on 3 May 1802.
The act of incorporation granted a two-year charter.
was yearly ·to appoint a mayor who must he a local resident.

The President
The mayor

was to have a veto over the acts of the elected city council, though a
majority in the upper chamber might override the veto.

Free white male

taxpayers who had resided in the city for a year might elect annually a
twelve-man common council, four members from each of the three wards into
which the city was diVided; the council was to choose five men to serve
as an upper house.

The suffrage restrictions met no opposition even from

Congressmen who had spoken passionately against nenslaving" the District.
The council was to provide for supoort of the poor, see to repair of the
streets, build bridges, safeguard health and abPte nuisances, reRulate
licenses, establish fire wards and nieht ryolice patrols, and might levy
a small tax on real estate,

On the other hand, justices of the peace,

appointed by the President, were to assess the taxes, a superintendent,
also chosen by the President, was to replace the former co1111U.ssioners,
and control of the militia was vested in the President,

The federal

goverment thus held tre reins; elected officials had duties but little
authority,

Still a limited charter was better than nothing, and citizens

felt pratified,

On 2 June 1802 President Jefferson appointed Robert Brent

mayor and Thomas Munroe superintendent,

Elections held soon after r1ade the

municipality a functioning entity. 15

1
' Annals, 7C, 1S, 3 May 02, Appendix, 1374-80; Intelligencer,

4 Jun 02.
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The new city charter, however, provided only part of what Washingtonians hoped for and benefitted the rest of the lli.strict not at allo
Some people wanted manhood suffrage, election of both council chambers
and the right to open public schoolso 16 Within seven months of electing
a city council, property-ollllers in the capital, joined by residents of
Washington County, formulated another petition asking Conrress to establish a territory of Columhie which would restore to them a voice in
national affairs.

/lgain .Alexandria, :i.n belief that she i-JOuld lose more

than she gained, took exception to the proposal.

At that point Represen-

tative John Bacon of Massachusetts suggested retroceding the two segments
of the District back to .Naryland and Virginiao

That plan in one form or

another occupied the attention of Co~ress at intervals over the next
four years, while the people most directly concerned watched the disrupting effects upon the District's economy.

But important principles and

private interests were both at stake, and no one on the Hill was willing
to dismiss either lightly.
fold:

The arguments favoring retrocession were two-

it would restore to local citizens their rights as free men and

save Congress the time and annoyance of handling purely local problems.
The opposition pointed to the binding character of thP constitutional
provision, the advantages for the ar~a of beneficent federal rule and
citizens• avowed preferences for it.

Behind the eloquent words of both

attackers and defenders lay implicit the thought that retro cession was but
a first step on a course that would end in moving the capital northwardo

16

Intelligencer, 12 May 02, 24 Dec 04, 16 Oct 070
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In February 1803 the House defeated the Bacon resolution.

ft

year

later a modified retrocession bill leaving only Washington :Ji.ty imder
congressional control passed the House, ho to 28; lack of a quorum invalidated the vote.

District citizens had to rest content with renewal of the

three city charters with wider corporate powers.

The fight to return all

the District outside Washington to state jurisdiction resumed in 1805,
but protracted debate again failed to carry the measure.

Local proponents

tried another petition in J.806, while John Smilie of Pennsylvania, indefatigable advocate of their untraroneled political rights, introduced
still another retrocession bill,

His associates shelved it. When the

question of the status of the capital next came before Congress, emphasis
had shifted,

To the horror of Washinetonians, in 1808 the debate revolved

solely upon the desirability of transferring the government to Philadelphia.
Washinpton, CoIJ/.7ressmen declared, would never hP-come a metropolis; living
costs were excessive, inconveniences numbPrless and the "debasement" of
citizens willing to sacrifice their political freedom for pecuniary gein
left t~em with no claim to consideration.

Waehington breathed easier when

the discussion ranged so far afield that the House dropped the subject
altogether. 17

17 Ibid., 10 Jan, 23 May 03, 27 Feb 04,
Advertiser, 20 Jan 0~; Annals, 7C, 2S, 27 Jan,
493-506, iC, 1s, 17 Mar oh, pp, 1199-1200, Be,
877-81, 9C, lS, 12 Feb, 4 Mar, 06, pp, 457-58,
Feb 08, pp. 1565-80, 1583-96.

8 Jan 08; Alexandria
9 Feb 03, pp. h26-27,
2s, 8, 9 Jan o5, pp.
532, lOC, 1S, 2-6, 8-9,
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Whether, in the interest of reclaiming full political rights, any
the
Washingtonian had ever stood ready to risk loss of/capital is doubtful.
Men had invested in property in the city because here was to be the seat
of government.

Stripped of that privilege, Washington would wither, unable

to compete with the older, better established Potomac ports.

Removal of

the capital might cost Alexandria and Georgetown something also, but
neither city would face obliteration.

Jlexandria, on the contrary, wonld

soon seek to cut her ties to the federal rovernment, and Georgetown would
unsuccessfully try to return to Maryland. Washington could not afford to
toy 'With such schemes.

Jllnnned by the talk of removing the caoi tal, her

citizens for some years after 1806 foreswore their campaign to get a
voice in national affairs.

Pt the dinner celebrating Captain Meriwether

lewis's safe return from his uo#mile journey to the headwaters of the
Missouri, qne of the twenty-seven toasts offered was to the District of
Columbia!

"Unrepresented in the national cx,uncils, may she never experience

the went of national patron:ige. 11

For the time being,such subtle reminders

had to suffice. Regretfully or willingly Washingtonians accepted federal
domination and the advantages and handicaps attendant.

Taxpayers welcomed

the degree of self-government the city charter bestowed and rejoiced at
getting more:

by a new charter of 180u the privilege of opening oublic

schools and of elf'cting members of hoth cx,nncil chRmbers, and by an amendment of 1812 the right to haVP the councils choose the mayor.

~uffrage)to

be sure, was still limited to oroperty-owners, but that restriction obtained

also in most states of the Union. 1 8
Economic Growth, 1802-1812
If Oliver Wolcott correctly described Washingtonians of 1800 as living
"by eating each other," in ti.me a certain number obviously found other
means of survival.

Yet to reconstruct the pattern of every-day life in

the District of the early 19th century is, as de Tocqueville prophesied in
the l8JO's, "more difficult ••• than it is to find remains of the administration of France in the Middle Ages. 11 Material progress was never
constant,

Ups followed downs with some regularity, affected in part by

the insecurity born of congressional flirtations with notions of moving
the capital, in part by the cut-throat competition between the District's
three cities, and in part by business fluctuations in the rest of the
country.l9 But in spite of reverses, residents clung to belief that once
investment capital flowed into the area the Potomac region would turn
into the principal commercial P.nd industrial center of the United States.
The federal gove~nt would attract the necessary funds, and native
resources would thereafter produce the miracle.
In a period before men understood the perils of navigating the
upper Potomac or the full difficulty of developing manufactures, that
faith appeared better founded than it would look later.

The riches of the

18 Intelligencer, 24 Dec 02, 23 May 03, 16 Jan 07; Annals, 7C, 2S,
28 Jan 03, p. 441, Sc, 1S, 2L Feb OL, p, 125R, 8C, 2s, 3 Har 05, pp.
1686..?0; Pcti tion, HR }.2ft-Fh. 7, -13 Df>C 11.
l9 Clark, Greenleaf and Law, P• 181.

--

Ohio valley seemingly oould feed more easily over the mountains to the
Potomac than over longer routes to Philadelphia or by way of Lake Erie,
8!1lall streams and the Hudson to New York.

Furs and farm produce brought

down the Potomac to tidewater would move from wharves in Alexandria,
Georgetown, or, upon completion of the Washington Canal, on the Eastern
Branch, to Europe, the West Indies and other parts of the United States.
The Shenandoah valley in Virginia was already supplying .illexandria with
flour for export.

In the spring of 1802 some fifty sloops were clearing

the port monthzy, and though Baltimore's export trade was double Alexandria's, the opening of the canal around the GrPa.t Falls might well permit
the Potomac city to overtakP her powerful rivai. 20 Moreover, only twelve
miles above Georgetown the Great Falls offered water power Wll'!atched in
any settled part of the entire United States.

Factories lining the river

at the fall line would produce goods to ship uostrearn and over the
mountains to the West. Though skilled labor was scarce in the District,
oorkmen would surely flock to the place where industrial opportunity
awaited them.

Lack of capital, men thought, was the one obstacle to

realization of their drearn. 21
In the eyes of many Americans, banks provided the surest way of
securing liquid capital.

It was as if the signatures of bank officials on

20 Alexandria Advertiser, 26 Apr 21

15

Jun,

L Nov

02, 13 Jun 03.

Ltr, Benjamin Stodrlert to Jefferson, 12 Oct 03, quoted in
Padover, Jefferson, p. 321; Intelligencer, 1 Jun, 17 Jul 07; Alexandria
ftdvertiser, 17 Jul 07.
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notes that circulated as money automaticalzy created wealth.

And insofar

as credit rested on faith, and in a country of boundless natural resources
credit wisezy used could create wealth, the concept had validity.

Cee-

tainzy citizens on the Potomac saw in the multiplication of banks the key
to prosperity, and when stockholriers in one institution opposed the

founding of another the reason patentzy was their hope of themselves filling
the growing demand for capital.

Whatever else went wrong, banking would

save the day. 22
A group of Alexandria merchants had founded the first bank in the
District as early as 1792.

The Virginia Assembly, persuaded that the

trade of the back country would go to Balt:iinore and Philadelphia unless
Alexandrians could extend fanners credit, had granted a charter permitting
the Bank of /!lexandria to issue currency up to four times the total of
its capital, provided only that officers issue no note of smaller denomination than $5. 23

A

year later Maryland had chartered the Bank of

ColUJllbia in Georgetown and in 1801 the Bank of the United States had
opened a branch in Washi~ton.
appeared between 1804 and 1809.

Three more banks, none of them chartered,
By then the District cities professed to

have over tl,500,000 in banking caoital.

Still, the demand for credit to

use in building roads and canals outran the supply, in soite of the few
and ineffectual restricti ons on the amounts hanks might issue in notes. 24

22 Harry E. Miller, Banking Theories in ~ United States before

1860, op. 11~12.
23 Petition of Merchants of Alexandria, 1792, quoted in The William
and~ Quarterly, III, no 3 (Jul 1923) pp. 206-07; Davis R. Dewey, State
Banking before !-fil!_ Civil War, p. 57.
24 Dewey, State Banking, p. 54; Petition, HR 12A-FlJ,2, 15 Mar 12,
NP., RG la5. (As all petitions to the House are listed in Record Group 451
and all to the Senate in Record Group 33, hereafter petitions will be ci~d
only by number and date).
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Congress, in turn, felt that easier credit would hasten fulfillment of
the District's destiny.

When in 1810 the local banking houses petitioned

for new charters, the House Co!ID'littee on the District of Colurnbia declared:
increase of hanking capital will be conducive to the growth of
commerce and manufactures within the district. ... The founding and
erection of so extensive a city as the permanent seat of empire for
the United States, must obviously require the aid of vast resources,
and that consideration offers additional inducements to give the most
advantageous extension to the rnonied capital it may possess.
An

It can no longer be doubted that the District of Columbia is
destined to an enviable and perhaps unrivalled enjoyment of cornmerce. 25
That r,lolf.i:ng endorsement sufficed.

While the committee recommended

imposing safeguards for the public, the majority in Congress granted
charters with only minor restrictions on the banks' freedom of action:
they were not to accumulate debts of more than double their capital plus
their deposits, and for any collllllitment in excess of those totals individual
directors were to be legally responsible.

Representative Root of New

York urged placing upon the capital stock of the Bank of ftlexandria a tax
of one percent to be used for support of free schools in the citJ,but the
House rejected the proposal by sn overwhelming vote.

The banks received

virtual carte blanche to stretch their credit resources to the limit and

---

beyond, and they used their privilege of issuing notes With little regard
to redeeming them in specj_e.

Moreover, when the Senate refused to renew

the charter of the Bank of the United State8.> the Treasury deposited most

25 H Rpt 59, llC, 2S, 2 Feb 10, in Papers o f ~ First Fourteen
Congresses, (Rare Book Div, L.C, ).
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of its funds with the Bank of ColUJnbla in Georgetown and for a time about
$123,000 with other District banks.

Thus encouraged, the local institu-

tions envisaged themselves as the permanent financial agents of the
federal government.26
Five District hanks together claimed to have f2,500,000 ~n capital,
while the Bank of Columbia out its capitalization at t1,ooo,()()().

For an

area of ten miles square with a population of 24,000 in 1810, $3,500,000,
if actually paid-in capital, should have proved ample to finance legitimate local enterprises.

But subscribers to bank stock had rarely paid in

the full amount due for their holdings; in 1812 the Bank of Columbiaiafter
eighteen years of operation)had still to collect a "large portion" of its
capital, and shareholders in the Bank of Washington hod paid for but
half of their stock.

Prohably few people realized that local banking

capital was thus partly imaginary and further diminished by the occasional
practise of one bank's owning stock in another. 27 '.l'he important thing, as
the coromunity saw it, was the credit available for new undertakings.
The first concern of local investors, whether bankers or borrowers,
was to improve communication inside the District and with markets and
sources of sunply outside.

Each city fought for herself and had no

punctions about ruining her neighbors.

com-

mien the F.mbare:o and the later

26

Annals, llC, 2s, 2 Feb 10, PP• 1368-73, llC, 3S, 29 Jan, 15, 16,
18 Feb 11, pp~ 837.38, 1302-25; Miller, Banking Theories, P• 157.
27 ASP, Finance, II, 516-17; Petition, HR l2A-F4.2, 15 Mar 12.
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on Intercourse tcts went i~to effe~t. 11 Bis~riet ~hippers ouffered,
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Washington's dearest project, however, the Washington ~anal, mnde
scant headway.

Its promoters were unable to raise the necessary money

before the first charter expired and) when Thomas Law and a few associ~tes
obtained a second in 1809, subscriptions to stock in the company came in
slowly,

At last in 1-'ay lRlO digr,inr, began.

ffter President }ladis,m had

turneo the first snadeful of sod, the lrish immigrants e1110loyed by the
company set to work.

But a year lRter funris ran out and, in return for

Congressional pemission to raise More by a lottery, the compan_v agreed
to saddle itself With draining the swamps ccntiuuous :to tl:lo canal.

TMt

added task slowed progress disastrously; the canal was s~ill unfinished
in 1815. 28
Georgetown, meanwhile~ was desperately trying to overcome the threat
to her Col!ll!lerce caused by the siltinr, un of the eastern channel of the

river.

Just helow the city the ri vei.· divided at Hason I s, or Jlnalostan,

28 lfl'homas Law, Observations on the lntenced 8onal in Washington
City," <llS Rec, VIII, 16!i; Cla'r'k, Greenleaf and Law, op. 256-57; Annals,
lOC, 1s, 10 Nov 07, po. 1811-15, 12c, 1s, 6 Hay 12, pp. 1291-92; Intelligencer, 18 ?fay 07, 4 !lay 10; \\arden, Chors:i_:a.phical and &tatistical
Description, p. 27; Sanderlin, National !'roject, p, Jl>.

Island,

The western channPl w11s quiet water, but 11long the Georgetown

shore spreading mud banks and shallows were making navigation increasingly
difficult. When dredging failed to solve the problem, the town applied
to Congress for permission to build a dam at Mason's Island and a causeway
to the Virginia shore in order to divert the river's main flow east of the
island so that the full force of the current would scour out the mud
blocking the approach to her wharves.

Furthermore, since boats bound for

Alexandria used the western channel, the causeway might benefit Georgetown
by hurting her chief commercial competitor, Frantic protests from the
downstream port were futile.

Congress granted Georgetown's request,

The

causeway, built during 1810, handicapped Plexandria without greatly helping
her rival; obstructions in the main channel withstood the CJJ:rrent and
Georgetown's every effort to cleer them, 29
Alexandria in turn won a battle when a six-year struggle ended in
her getting congressional approval of bridging the Potomac from the foot
of ~aryland avenue in Washington to Alexander 1 s Island off the Virginia
shore.

Georgetown shippers argued that a bridge would impede river navi-

gation, and Washingtonians who owned property near the mouth of the Tiber
and aspired to develop a port there joined the opposition,

But Congress

at length recognized the advantages for the District 11s a whole in having
the bridge, and construction began in lfl08, WhPn completed in May 1809

29Annals, 8C, 2s, 28 Nov, 11, 13 De<: Oh, 25 Jan 05, pp. 711-12,
715, 717-22, 791-99, 809.10, 166o Georgetown Ordinance, 16 Jun 10, PP•
241•-LS; Alexandria G::izette,· 6 Jun 11,
·
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the bridge cut the distance by road to Alexandria in half.

In 1812 the

goverrnnent also authorized a canal around the causeway at Mason's Island
but as war intervened to delay the undertaking for a number of years,
Alexandria's commerce suffered and she lost her best chance of overtaking
Baltimore.JO
The local hanks and individual subscribers put money into turnpike
companies also, for roads were only less important than waterways in
opening up trade with the hinterland,

Alexandria, aware that the roads

she had built before and after the Revolution were largely responsible for
her preeminence as an exporter of flour, took the lead,

In 1803 she began

building a turnpike to the ford of the Little River over which she expected
to transport yearly some 120,000 barrels of flour, in 1808 a road to
~Bridge Point" on Alexander's Island, and the next year one to the
causeway at Mason's Island. Across the Potomac other companies undertook
turnpikes northward toward Saltimore and Montgomery,

}lthough only two

of the five highways started between 1808 and 1810 were finished within
ten years, they reduced the isolation of the District somewhat.31
In spite of Hanilton's Report 2!l Manufactures, before 1807 few
~mericans had experimented With producing goods by power-driven machinery,

30 Annals, 7C, lR, 23 Dec 01, 15, 18 Jan 02, pp. 349, 422, 424,
Re, 2s, Feb OS, pp. 1175-76, lOC, 1S, 5 Feb 08, pp. 2819-26, 12c, 1s,
17 Jun 12, pp. 2319-22; Intelligencer, 8 Feb 08, 17 Feb, 23 May 09.
3l Alexandria Advertiser, 25 Nov 03; Annals, lOC, 1S, 21 Apr 08,
PP• 2854-58, lOC, 2s, 3 Mar 09, PP• 1837-38, llC, 2s, 20 Apr 10, pp.
2530-39; Petition, HR llA-FJ,3, 19 Dec 09.
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Craftsmen in the District cities turned out articles by hand for local
purchasers--hats, boots and shoes, some furniture and nails, a little
tinware, a few fireams from an Alexandria gunsmithy, and beer brewed in
the building that had begun life as the sugar refinery near Greenleaf's
Point. 32

But ambition to play an llllportant industrial role was stirring

in the District 'When Jefferson's Frnbargo Act gave impetus to enterprise
designed to make the United States "independent of the workshops of Europe."
In pursuing an object "at once local imd national,, ,few towns in the
Union," the Intelligencer declared in 1808, "have ereater natural advantages.1133 The Potomac falls pror1ised abundant power and, if the area
lacked manufacturing experience, a. skilled liabor suoply and ready capital,
determination, men told themselves, could' overcome those handicaps.

On

15 June 18o8 M~vor Brent called a public meetill?, in Washington to formulate plans for a company to manufacture "cotton, wool, hemp and flax."

For

once>Jllexandria and Georgetown forgot their quarrels and joined with
Washington

in the new venture,

Samuel Harrison Smith, Jurlge Cranch

and Dr, Cornelius Coningham laid the groundwork for the Columbia Manufacturing Company, and, when they had obtained subscriptions to 400 of the
company's 2,000 shares, a shop opened on Pennsylvania avenue between lhth
and 15th streets,

The location precluded use of water power, and good

32 Clark, Greenleaf~~, p.
; Intelligencer, 11 Mar 01, 5 Dec
03, 22 Jul 07; John Melish, Travels Through the United States of Jl.merica
~ the Years 1806 and 11\07, and 1809, 1810 .>nd 1811, I, 210 (hereafter cited
as Melish, TravelsJ;Warden, Chorographical !ill!! ~stical Description, p. 78,
33 Intelligencer, 20 Jun 08,
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will was not enough to soin cotton successfully.

Like similar undertakings

in other parts of the country and like the society founded in Georgetown
in 1809 for the promotion of home manufactures, the Columbia Manufacturing
Company petered out be.fore 1813.34
Still, while private industrial enterprise proved abortive, the
United States Navy Yard became an increasingly important factor in
Washington's life.

Be.fore 1806 operations were con.fined to equipping

and repairfng ships, hut an arypropriatjon of $250,000 for the construction
of fifty gunboats then turned the Yard to ship-building which required
17$ civilian workmen.

Navy Yard business kept two local rope-walks busy

and meant periodically 100-bar~el orders to suppliers of whiskey.S7
~etbacks notwithstanding, the decade before the outbreak of the
War of 1812 saw considerable material progress in the District.

At

least people With money to invest frequently did well for themselves.
In the SU111J11er of 1807, Alexandria and Georgetown merchants e:xported
$800,000 worth of flourJand the Washington Federalist noted that the
District "experienced an almost incredible addition to its commercial
ability.

Besides an unusual supply of tobacco, corn, bacon, butter,

[.aniJ

whiskey ••• above 80,000 barrels of flour have been brought down the Potomac
this season, which is more than douhle the quantity ever received in one

Apr 13.

34 Ibid., 15, 22 Jun, 4, 13 Jul 08, 23 ftup,, 20, 24 Nov 09, 13
-

35 Henry B. Hibben, History o.f !:h~ Washington~ Yard, pp. 33-

39, 47; Bryan, Capital, I, 527.
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The Washine;ton CommPrcial Company, founded in lll08 with

ostensibly ~100,(Y)() of capital, landed at Barry's wharf near

Greenleaf's Point enough tea, sugar, wine and crockery to pay stockholders
a 5 percent dividend at the end of the company's first ten months in
business• .And shareholders in several of the local banks got as much as
16 percent on their investments.36
The newspapers never reported on slave-traders' profits, but those
too were probably high.

Before prohibition of the African slave trade in

1808, the business in the District 1 like that elsewhere in the SouthJwas
more casual than systematic.

At intervals notices appeared of a slave or

two for sale, but auctions of as many as sixty ocurred infrequently,
perhaps once in six months.

Ini tiall.y the District's dual legal system

and humanitarianism combined to check growth of trade.

Virginia law in

force in Alexandria County prevented a trader from shipping Maryland-owned
slaves across the Potomac, just as }larylend law prohibited the inroortation
of Virginia slaves into Washin?-ton County.

l1oreover, if an /llexandria

grand jury of 1~02 was representative of a conmunity which would later
become one of the principal centers of the domestic slave trade, local
citizens stood aghast at scenes "of wretchedness and human degradation
disgraceful to our characters as cl. tizens of a free government. " The grand
jury besought Congress to halt "the practice of persons coming from

36 Intelligencer, l Jun, 17 Jul 07, 20 Apr, 5 Aug, 30 Sep 08,
/

8 Feb

09, 19 Sep 12;··.Al~xandria Advertiser, 17 Jul 07; Alexandria
Gazette, 2 Oct 09, 3 Jun 11.
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distant parts of the United States into this district for the purpose of
purchasing slaves."

But when cotton planters of the deep South could no

longer get field hands from Africa and markets for the surplus crop of
Virginia and Maryland slave owners widened, sentiment changed <'nough to
lead a group of Distridt citizens to beg Congress to remove the restrictions upon moving chattels from one county to another.
revised the law accordingly.

In 1812 Congress

Thereafter the volume of trade would swell.37

Labor shortages existed throughout fmerica at the opening of the
19th century,

In the still thinly popull'ted Potomac valley the problem

of recruiting workmen continually harassed the Potomac Comoany, while
t he commissioners in charge of federal building had to comb the countryside for skilled hands.

On government building operations the pay scale

before 1812 ranged from tl.75 a day for stone masons and $1.25 for bricklayers to 75 cents for carpenters, But private individuals expected to
pay less, and althouf h lw.ropeans commented upon the exorbitant costs of
labor, wage rates on most johs were llppllrently lower than in northern
cities.

Since

t&J

a year was thP standard price for a hired slave, a

t·lOO-a-year wage for an Irish immigrant seemed not out of line.
able-bodied slave could be purchased for t,,!tOO,

f

/>nd an

few craftsmen still

used indentured apprentices, but a newspaper advertisement of fering a

37 Ulrich B, Phillips, fmerican Negro Slaverv, o. 1R9; Plexanciria
ftdvertiser, 13 Dec 02; Intelligencer, 22Jan 02; Walter :::. '.:lephane,
"The Local i'sn<'cts of ~lavery in the District of Colu.,ibia," ms ~c
I I I, 224-25; Petition, HR 12-FL.7, 16 Mar OR; Annals, 12C, 1~, 2ITun 12,
p. 2325.
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ten-cent reward for the return of a
little store by them.

I'Wl8WAY

suggests that masters set

Free Negroes got less than white men for the same

work- -$6 a month instead of $12 as gardeners, Mrs, Thornton noted, and at
the steel furnaces at the Navy Yard, 80 cents a day instead of the whites'
~1.81.

Virtually all household servants were Negroes, some of them free,

more of them slave, although by 1810 the proportion of slaves in the
11.a.
Distric~ population had dropped from,_22,5 percent of 1800 to about 19
percent.

Probably the competition of cheap Negro labor served as a deter-

rent to European illlrnigration.

Long hours, usually from sunup to sundown,

low earni~s and, as Congressmen and visitors noted, high living costs in
the District offered scant inducement. Other than the Irishmen engaged to
dig the Washington Canal, foreign-born workmen were few,38
Diversions
Yet amid poverty so widespread that the corporation of Washington
in

its first years spent more for relief of the poor than for any other one

38 Sanderlin, National Project, pp. 32-33; ltrs, George Washington
to David Stuart, 8 Mar 1792, and Comrs to Jefferson, 5 Jan 1793, in Padover,
Jefferson, pp. 112, 165-66; Georgetown Museum, 4 Dec 00; Warden, ChorolP:'aphical and Statistical Descript~, pp. 45-46, 63~64; Mrs. Thornton's
Diary, 7, 8Apr, 12 May, 17 Nov OC_ CHS Rec, X, 127, 11.il., 212; History
o f ~ Capitol, p. 232; Melish, Travels, I, 198; Richard Beale Davis,
Jeffersonian .America, Notes on the United states of ftmerica, collected
i n ~ Years 1805-6-7 and 11:r2 ~ ~ ftugustus JohnFoster, ~ • • P• 13
"(hereafter ~ited as Davis, Jeffersonian America); Beckles Willson,
Fri~ndly Relations, ~ Narrative 2f Britain's Ministers!!!!.!! J\Jnbas3adors
to .America {1790-1935), p. 49,
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purpose, life held pleasures for humble people as well as for their social
superiors.

If the working day was not all beer and skittles, time out

for "good whiskey" was usual.

The .:Ol111landant of the Navy Yard objected

to the mass exodus of workmen for the 11 grog shops" every morning, but he
arranged for this forerunner of the "coffee break" Jlluch as a later generation of officials would <i>, by having the "refreshments" brought to the
job.

~t the end of every Saturday afternoon between May and November

anyone who enjoyed martial music could listen to the Marine Band concerts
and after church service on Sunday the poor man, like the rich, if not
stopped by religious scruples, might dangle a fish line into the river,
hook sturgeon at the Little Falls or dig in a patch of garden.

Fourth of

July celebrations were particulPrly gay in Washington; the militia paraded
in colorful uniforms, and afterward officers gathPred for wine, confectionary and lanonade at the President 1 s House, and everyone else thronged
the tents and tooths set up in the grounds. More frequent, and unique to
the capital, were the opportunities to see strange and interesting sights:
the Tunisian envoy arrayed in turban and flowing robes driving through
Washington's streets, the grizzly bears that Meriwether Lewis, head of
the famous expedition to the far West, had brought hack from the Rockies
and that now occupied cages in the President's lawn, and in the winter of
1806 Indian chiefs and braves with partly shaven heads and gaudily painted
faces and bodies who came to negotiate with the white man's goveI'llJ!lent.
The poorest day laborer's wife could get amusement out of wondering what
the wife of the Secretary of Wnr would choose for the Indian squaws to
wear to the President's reception,

Mra, Dearborn selected neither silken
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robes nor blankets but flowered chintz skirts and wide petticoats.39
Entertainment for the well-to-do and people with leisure was far
more varied than for the working classes.

As wild duck, partridge, quail

and snipe were Pbundant, men shot game in the
stone's throw of Pennsylvania avenue.

SWlll'l'PS

11nrl woods within a

Besides occasional official balls,

the dancing assemblies open to subscribers met at S:30 in the afternoon
once or twice a month every winter.

Travelling companies performed at

what the British minister called "the miserable little rope-dancing
theatre" in Washington or at the theatre in Alexandria, and horse races
organized by the Washington Jockey Club drew crowds that included senators
and representatives.

Cards, backgammon and visits to the halls of Congress

were other popular pastimes.

Well-infonned residents of Washington and

Georgetown, moreover, were in a position frequently to discuss matters
of oublic interest with legislators, for the social atmosphere was infomal
and CongresS111en, living as most of them did in boarding houses, were likely

to drop in for tea or for sunper at the houses of friends.

Hospitality,

if simple, was warm, and conversation, though more likely to center on
politics than the arts or sciences, was stimulating. Men far outnUJT1bered
women, but some officials brought their families to Wa~hingtnn for the
height of the "season", and their daughters and friends turned the caoital

39 Hibben, Histor&:;f ~Washington~ Yard, p. 47; M.B. Smith,
First Forty Years, pp. 3 :Ii'oo; Journal of Benjamin Latrobe, p. 128,
cited in Bryan, Capital, I, 322; Davis, Jeffersonian ftmerica, pp. 19-20,
31-38; Intelligencer, 7 Jul 02, 6 Jul 03, 8 Jul 05, 6 Jul 11.
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int o "one of the most marrying places of thfl whole continent. 11 40
ftlt hough Washi~ton had not yet achieved the sophistication of
Philadelphia, European artists and ftmerican lecturers visited the new
capi.tal at intervals, and s half dozen publishers and booksellers established then!selves here permanently.

J. D.

l✓.ollot,

the miniaturist, Charles

St, llllemin, whose enchanting crayons have given il!l!lortality to people who
would othel'.Wise have long ago been forgotten, and David Boudon of Geneva,
a apecialist in "profiles in water color," found aopreciative patrons in
the District.

Both St. Menim end Boudon 1or Bourdon 1painted some of the

Indian chiefs in Washington during the winter of 180S-o6. Bookshops
carried a wide variety of reading matter-- Malthus 2!! Population, Parson
Weems' The Private bl:!! of George Washington, priced at 87½ cents, and
all the latest novels.

The newspapers advertised for proposals for pub-

lishing works as disperste es Benjamin Franklin's writing.. and ''Pyrroloimogia", an "attempt toward a nP.w theory of the electrical nhenomena and
galvanic influence .>rising from terrequeous and r,utrid exhalations, which
explains the causes of nestilential cliseasPe." The Library of Congress
was spending yearly ~l(Y)() on the purchase of books, and the Intelligencer
pointed out the advantages for publishers and authors of depositing in the
Library copies of their works .

The Columbian Library Company of Georgetown

40 M.B. Smith, First 5orty Years, pp. 1-50; ~trs. Thornton's Diary,
CHS, Rec, X, passim; Davis, effersonian America, pp. 17-19, 84, 88;
"Dr. llichill' s Letters Prom Washington: 1R01-lfll3," in ~ " s Mont~,
iVIII, no 3h7 (ftpr 79), pp. 740-47; Intelligencer, 3 Feb 04, 270ct 0~
22 Feb, 6 Mar 09, 19 Feb lOt ltr, ~'m. Plun,er to Daniel Plumer, 15 Nov OJ,
Plumer Papers (Ms Div,

t.c.,.
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had .500 books available to its subscribers, the Alexandria Library even
more. Wash:i.ngton had a commercial circulating library but no library
company until 18U 1when two hundred subscribers undertook to remedy the
omission, forJ 88 "Joe" Gales who bought the Intelligencer in 18o9 from
Samuel Smith, explained, the Philadelph:i.a Library had done more to form
the character of Philadelphians than had anything else in that city. ·For
musical ears, moreover, rlashington provided the gratification of an
chamber
·
occasional piano or/music concert.41
The ·1ack of pomp in official society often shocken foreigners.

When

John Merry, His Britannic Mlljesty's minister to the IJnited States from
1803 to 18o6, went in full dress to present his credentials to the Jmerican
chief of state, the Rnglishman was h>rrified to be received by President
Jefferson attired in "an old brown coat, red waistcoat, old corduroy
small clothes much soiled, woolen hose and slippers without heels."
The President, upon learning that the F..nglish and Spanish ministers were
incensed at his escorting Nrs. Madison to the seat of honor at a state
dinner, announced that the order at all official functions thenceforward
would be "p~e-mele", in order to make clear to F.uropean dignitaries that
foreign rules of precedence had no place in a Republic.

Of the eight to

ten members of the diplomatic corps it was the ministers of Czarist Russia

4l Alexandria Advertiser, 15 Mar 00; Intelligencer, 1R01-1Rl2,
passim for advertisements of books, and 3 Jun, R Jul, 21 Aug ~1, 7 Jun
02, 6 Feb 04, 6 Feb OS, 10, 21 Feb, 17, 28 1''ar, 11 Apr, 29 Jug 06, 17
Jun OB, 28 Sep 11, 7 Nov 12; Annals, 9C, 1s, 21 Feb 06, p. 1227; Davis,
Jeffersonian fmerica, p. JS.
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who, bne after the other, found the ways of the Republic most cong1mial
and who made themselves most welcome in /llllerican "court circles." Men of
learning and varied experience gathered at Jefferson's dinner table; no
guest ever found the occasion dull.
approach the President,

ftnyone and everyone felt free to

On New Year's day all sorts and kinds flocked to

the Executive Mansion to pay their respects, and though they behaved with
greater restraint than Andy Jackson's admirers would twenty-odd years
later, the ftmerican passion for equality was clearly in eVidence in the
Jeffersonian capital. When the Madisons entered what by 1809 was corning
generally to be called the "White House", ofi':i.cial entertaining took on
slightly greater formality, but the vivacious firs~ lady maintained about
her a friendly atmosphere devoid of stiffness. 42 Whatever its drawbacks,
the capital drew to itself some of the most ch0rming and gifted people
in America.

In spite of the strained relations between the United States

and Great Britain in 1811 and 1812, the British minister, Augustus John
Foster, one-time ai~to the hypercritical Mr. Merry, considered the bad
manners he encountered in Washington partly a political pose, and, for all
his irritation at the crudities _he observed, he obViously took considerable
pleasure in the life of the city about him,

ftnd at the gala ball he gave

in honor of the Queen's birthday, principles of Republican simplicity did

42 Ltra, William Plumer to Samuel Plumer, 7 Dec 02, and to Daniel
Plumer, 9 Dec 02, Plumer Paper Willson, Frien~ Relations, pp. 40- 48;
Baltimore Whig, 22 Nov 10; In lli encer 4 Jan O, 6 Mar 09.
(Ms Div, L.C.)
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not prevent ~is guests from enjoying the splendor of his hospitality. 43
Problems of City Administration
Throughout Washington's early years the principal deterrents to
agreeable social intercourse were not political feuds or lack of savoir
faire so much as geographical di.stance and the condition of the streets.
In fine weather a ferry ran regularly to Alexandria, but much of the year
residents of Washington and Georgetown saw little of their neighbors to
the south. Within Washington also communication was difficult.

If a

resident of the northwest section of the city wished to call upon friends
living near the Navy YardJhe must choose between walking three or four
miles over unpaved footwaYS or risking e drive over rough rutted roads
deep in mud when not thick with c!l1st,

Time-consuming and inconvenient

by daylight, the journey at night was hazardous:

pot-holes and tree

stu.mps threatened to overturn carriages; most of the thoroughfares lay
in 11tter darkness and the feeble light of the occasional oil lamp near a
government building intensified rather than lessened the blackness beyond.
Like Americans, foreign visitors invariably complained bitterly about
these miseries and, unlike their hosts, tended to see in the very layout
of the capital a sign of Anerican delusions of grandeur.J.13 Thus the
satrirical verses of the Irish poet, Thomas Moore) who visited Washington

43 Davis, Jeffersonian~£!, pp, 86-87.

44 ~

-; Charles William Janson, The Stranger !,!l America, 1793-l8o6,

ed. by Carl S. Driver, PP• 209-lu; Hines, Recollections, p. 20.
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in 18o4 ridiculed the pretentiousness of the straggling untidy little
city:
Where tribunes rule, where dusky DaVi bow,
And what was Goose Creek once is Tiber now:
This embryo capital, where Fancy sees
Squares in morasses, obelisks in trees;
Where second-sighted seers e'en now adorn
With shrines unbuilt and heroes yet unborn
Though now but woods - and Jefferson - they srie
Where streets should run and sages out to be. ,$
But Congress, if annoyed at ruch disparagements, was still unwilling to
spend money on any improvements except to the public buildings. After
concurring with President Jefferson's request to plant Lombard;y poplars
along Pennsylvania Avenue from the Treasury to the E'apitol and in l8o7
appropriating ~3000 for repairs to that thoroughfare, the legislators
left to local taxpayers the entire burden of grading, gravelling or
macadamizing the streets.

fts

the layout of the capital, in keeping with

L1 F.nfant's olan, called for avenues not less than 160 feet wide and streets
not less than

Bo, the cost of paving was far too high for

a city of meagre

financial resources.46
Yet as long as proposals were recurring on the Hill to return the
capital to Philadelphia, wisdom dictated making Washington as comfortable
as possible for Cone:ress.

Citizens intent on that goal swallowed their

45 Quoted in Willson, Friendl.y Relations, p. 97.
6

4 M. B. Smith, First orty Years, p. 394; ftn."lals, 7C, 2S, 3

5
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03, p. 1601, 8c, 2s, 25 Juno, p. 1602, 9c, 1s, 27 Ppr 06, p. 1284, 9C,
2s, 3 ~,ar 07, llC, 2S, l May 10, pp. 2583-84.
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irritation at having to foot the bills for work on the streets and avenues
which, by the tPrms of the proprietors' agreement with the President in
1791, were clearly federal property.

IndiVidual subscriptions paid for a

sidewalk along part of F street and taxes paved one or two other stretches,
but these merely emphasized the lacks elsewhere in the city.
years later a representative told the House:

Seventy

"The national capital at

that day was a series of abrupt hills and quagmires, and the whole history
of the capital has been the correcting of the eVils which nature generated
uoon this spot of ground. 11 What the corporation spent on highways and
bridges, though never enough to defeat nature, represented in most years
a sizable part of the city's annual income,--in lR05-06, for example,
nearly i4300 out of $9000 collected in taxes and license fees.47
The amount of money the District cities could raise for municipal
purposes was limited by the rel.-,tively small pooulatlon, still more by
the prohibition on taxing federal property, and finally by the fiscal
oowers vested in county officials.

The Levy Court, consisting of magis-

trates appointed by the state governors, had been an 18th century institution in Maryland and Virginia to take charge of collecting taxes,
building roads and keeping order in rural areas.

Congress perpetuated the

county levy courts even after it granted city charters that expressly

47 Intelligencer, l Jun 03, 2 Jun 06; Record, L5C, 2S, 7 May 78,
p. 3244; Proceedings of the Comrs, 23, 27 May 00; ltrs, Comrs to Jefferson,
24 Aug, 4 Sep 01, 1ind ltr, filexander White to Jefferson, 10 Jun 02, all in
Padover, Jefferson, pp. 222-23, 230, 273-75; Georgetown Museum, 30 Mar 01.
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permitted mayors and conncils to levy municipal taxes.
the peace.aopointed by the President

continued to assess city dwellers

as well as property-owners in the counties.
ment.

Hence justices of

It was a cumbersome arrange-

Changes of policy in 1804 denied the justices taxing powers in

Washington, though extending them in Georgetown and Plexandria, and then
in 1812 again permitted the Levy Court to tax Washington property for
support of the county poor.

By 20th century standards municipal tax rates

were low, in J'lexandria ~1.63 on every 1~100 of assessed valuation, in
Washington and Georgetown only 25 cents until 11108; thereafter Washington
doubled that figure.

License fees brought the cities ad·led income, about

a third the yearly total.

The charges for retail stores and "ordinaries"

netted t.he largest amount, "pleasurable" carriages and hackney coaches
another several hundred dollars, and imposts on slaves and on "all animals
of the dog kind" most of the rest.
produce enough,

But all sources together failed to

Within two years of her incorporation Washington had to

borrow money.4 8 The theme of municipal poverty that would dominate most
periods of the city's history for the next 150 years was taking form by 1804

48 Annals, 1c, 1s, 21 Dec 01, 27 Mar 02, pp. 3B42-43, 1093, 8c,
1s, 25 Feb04, pp. 1259-62, Be, 2s, 28 Dec 04, po. 864-65, lOC, 2s, 21
Mar 08, p . 1858, lOC, 2S, 15 Dec 08, pp. 856-57, 12C, 1S, l Jul 12, pp.
2343-44; Intelligencer, 6 Oct, 1 Nov 02, 25, JO May, l Jun, 15 Jul, 12
Oct 03, JO May OL, 2 Jun 06; Ordinances and Act~ 2f ~ Cit;y: of Alexandria,
22 Jun 04, pp. 1?2-23 (hereafter cited as f.lexandria Ordinances); Acts of
the Corporation 2£ the C'ity of Washington, 22 Jun OL, op. 122-23, JO /lpr
05, p. 31, 17 Apr 06,pp. 28-JO, L Nov 07, po. 5-8, 25 May 08, pp. 17-18,
25 Sep 08, pp. 9-10, 8 Nov 08, pp. 16-20, L ftug 09, op. J-4, lR ftug 10,
op. 9-10 (hereafter cited as Washington Acts).
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The ·obligations of mayors and councils in all three cities differed
little in kind from those of other Jmerican municipalities.

'the protection

of persons and property from lawlessness, fire and dangers to health,
?'egulation of weights and mei>sures and inspection of flour, salt beef and
tobacco for export, maintenance of highways, bridges and public pumps,
care of the indigent and infirm and, after 1804 when n= city charters
expressly permitted, the establishment of public schools.

During the

early years o:r- the century the two older corporations succeeded far better
than Washington in meeting these responsibilities.

Longer experience,

well-graded streets, many of them cobbled in the 18th century, and, ooove
all, the compactness of Alexandria and Georgetown simplified their tasks.
Georgetown had acquired a fire engine before 1804, in 1805 employed a
scavenger to clean the paved streets regularly, appointed two salaried
policemen and a street commissioner in 1808 and 1810 and, by ordinances
apparently executed meticulously, throughout kept track of community
comforts and morals. Private citizens, moreover, organized the Female
Benevolent Society in 1810 to care for ilirooverished families and in 1812
formed a Lancastrian School Society.

The Lancastrian school, managed by

trustees who could bind children as anprentices to the society and use the
older pupils

t,0

teach the younger, was Georgetown's approach to a public

school system. 49 Alexandria, considerably bigger, wealthier, and perhaps
more ambitious, provided still wider municipal services,

She built a

49 See Acts of the Corporation of Georgetown, 12sssim; Intelligencer,
25 Jun 11; /lnnii"f.s; Rc, 2s, 3 11ar 05, pp. 1686- 90, 12c, 1s, 19 Mar 12,
PP• 2255-57.
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Poor House in 1800, established a work house for vagrants, paved streets,
introduced street lanps, created a board of health with authority to
conduct inspections at stagecoach stops to prevent the entry of people
with contagious diseases, empowered the Superintendent of Police to enforce

sanitary regulations, and, to ensure an adequate milk supply in a city
where most householders kept a cow, purchased two coJlDllunity bulls.

Although

the ships coming into her port exposed her to occasional epidemics and
slave traders caused her anxiety, visitors in the District usually
remarked upon the city's well-ordered mien.So
Washington's in~bility to_ do as well as her neighbors was due
neither to incompetent officials nor to lack of public SPirit.

On the

contrary, Mayor Brent and members of the councils were conscientious
men eager to serve the community, and citizens were ready to cooperate.
But then as now Washington faced peculiar difficulties stemming from her
status as capital.

In addition to the vast scale of the city's layout

and the expenses thus entailed, in addition to her newness and the loss of
income from tax-exempt federal property, she felt under constant pressure
to prove to Congress her civic enterprise and at the same she had an
unusually heavy burden of poor relief to shoulder.
Why a new city should contain a disproportionately large number

So Alexandria Ordinances, 1800-1812, passim, and
5 Feb, 30 J\ug 00, PP• 7L, 78, 31 Mar, 7 Sep 02, pp. 82,
26 .Mar, 12 May 04, pp. 86-90, 100-11, 19 Apr, 3 May 05,
17 J\ug 10, op. 191-92, 7 Aug 11, pp. 208-09; Alexandria
7 1-'ar 03; J\lexandria Gazette, 5 Aug, 10, 13, 1L Sep, 30

particularly,
84~67, 7 Feb,
pp. 133, 136-38,
Advertiser,
Oct, 1 Nov 03.
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of needy people appears to admit of only one explanation:

they collected

in the capital in hopes of getting jobs or largesse from the federal
gover nment and, when they failed, became a public charge.

Most town and

city poor laws of the period denied "transient paupers" support; the
national c~pital promised refuge.

But in the absence of federal provision,

care of people stranded in the capital fell to local taxpayers.

In the

first year of municipal administration, u2 percent of the city budget
went to welfare, 28 percent the following year, and ~1700 plus $51 for
"lunatics" from the city's ~10,000 of revenue in 1806.

Trustees of the

Poor appointed by the mayor determined who should receive help.

The city

councils gave them authority to issue clothing bought from public funds,
to pay over to needy "resident families" a sum not to exceed $2 a week
each, and to contract for room and board for individuals either in
private households or, if need be, at the Washington County almshouse.
The mayor engaged a physician to provide medical care, but by 18o6 a
public infirmary had become necessary.

The Washington Asylum built near

the Marine barracks at the city's eastern edge was completed in 1809 at
the then staggering cost of $3000.

Meanwhile "the plight of the poor"

inspired charitable citizens to further effort.

Committees chosen at a

public J!l8eting in the fall of 1805 canvassed the city for voluntary contributions, and in 1810 during a particulPrly severe Winter the Washington
Benevolent Society of Young !'en estiiblished a regular fund "to alleviate
the distresses" of the poor.51

5l Intelligencer, l Nov 02, 1 Jun, 7, 12 Sep OJ, 30 May o4, 21,
23 Jan 05, 2 Jun 06, 29 Nov 10, 25 Jun 11; Washington Acts, 31 Oct 06,
pp, 5-8, 30 May 08, p. 19, 23 May 09, p. 38, 9 Jan 11,W. 52-53, 11 Aug
12, P• 15.
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The extreme poverty in parts of too city probably affected public
health, but Washington was too sparsely settled to have slwns; the chief
menace to health arose in the low-lying areas where faulty drainage or
none permitted stagnant water to accwnulate, to the joy of mosquitoes and
the misery of humane.

That pro~lem indeed became so acute that in time

to come the city would petition Congress to turn over to the corporation
the proceeds from sale of Washington lots in order to finance filling
swampy stretches in the heart of the city. While reliable vital statistics
were non-existent, mortality was almost certainly high.

Citizens denied

Baltimore's accusations that the capital was ridden with yellow fever and
"dissentery", but there is a humorous pathos in a municipal ordinance of
1811 proclaiming the introduction of small pox unlawful.

Before lRll,

the Superintendent of Police was in chPrge of enforcing the few sanitary
regulations.

He might revoke the license of a slaughter house within the

city limits if the owner failed to abide by the rules.

The arrangement

was obviously unsatisfactory even when the mayor doubled the police force
by appointing two officers instead of one.

The police were also responinto companies
sible for inspecting fire-buckets, and private citizens, organized/ward

by ward, did the fire-fighting.

In 1811 city commissioners replaced the

police, but change of title neither lessened officers' burdens nor
increasecit their efficiency. Though major crime was rare and ordinarily
most of the occupants of the city jail were insolvent debtors and runaway
slaves, Washington attracted numberless swindlers out to make the most of
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the opportunities the capital offered.5 2
If discouraged over the city' s untidiness and disorder, Washingtonians nevertheless showed public spirit in undertaking to open public
schools.

Early in the 19th century tax-supported schools were few outside

New England; Americans generally viewed education as a private responsibility.

In the capital hopes that Congress would open a national univer-

sity influenced leading citizens to petition for the right to establish
free schools; common schools would form the base of an educational pyraJllid
with a college and a federally financed university at the top.

President

Washington had set aside nineteen acres of land in the city for a national
university and had willed his shares in the Potomac Company for its support,
but Congress delayed action until the stock was worthless and in 1811
concluded that the Constitution forbade an appropriation for such a purpose.53
The national legislature, on the other hand, had no objection to the
municipality's paying for free schools, and the city charter of 1804
expressly authorized it.

But if advocates of a tax-supported school system

counted on financial help from the federal government, they were disappointed.
Grants of public land to the territories for school support were one thing,

52

Davis, Jeffersonian .America, p. 90-92; Allen c. Clark, "Mayoralty
of Robert Brent", CHS Rec,,,..,...._, 271; Intelligencer, 12, 28 Sep 03, 2 Aug
05; Washington Acts, 6 Dec 08, pp. 23-2L, 1, 31 May 11, pp. 38, 49-50;
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53 ASP, Mis, I, Doc 91, 21 Dec 96, pp. 153-54; Annals, 7C, 28,
26 Jan 03,p. 496, llC, 3S, 5 Dec 10, 18 Feb ~1 1 PP• 13, 976-77rnutes

of the Board of Trustees of(~biic SchoolsJ 18o5-1818, 13 Dec 0 , pp.
44-45 (hereafter cited as Sc oo Trustees Minutes).

62
comparable donations in the District of Columbia quite anothe·r,

Thus

thwarted, some members of the Washington councils at first regarded free
education as a luxury the city could not afford; the community needed the
funds for improvement of the streets and for the purchase of fire engines,
and, one councilman argued, to settle a "large salary" on any professor

was merely to encourage him to sloth,

Opposition evaporated, however, and

in December 1804 the city enacted a measure turning over to elected trus-

tees for public schools $1500 annually from the license fees for hacks,
pedlers, taverns, dogs and slaves.

In the summer of 1805 the Intelligencer

announced the names of the trustees of the "Permanent Institution for the
Education of Youth, "--Thomas Jefferson, president of the board, Mayor
Brent, Captain Thomas Tingey, Judge Cranch, Samuel Harrison Sl!lith, and
eight other distinguished local citizens.54
The narrow scope of the school system as men of the da;y conceived
it eventually proved its undoing.

The school act stipulated that only

persons who contributed as much as tlO to a building fund could cast a
vote for the trustees, and the board was to have exclusive authority
over the management of the schools.

Because the trustees observed "that

most of the plans projected in the city have failed principally from
undertaking them before the necessary means were acquired, 11 the plan
adopted provided free schooling only for poor children who would otherwise
get no ed\1cation; those whose parents could afford tuition were to pay.

54 Intelli~encer, 29 Jun, 17, 22 Aug 04, 17 Jul, 7 Aug 05;
Washington Acts, Dec oli, pp. 2li-27.
.
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Furthermore, the prospectus of l8o5 added another monetary distinction:
free pupils would get instruction in the three R's and in gr8T'1mar; pa;,y
pupils would have geography and Latin lessons as well.

The scheme was

an attempt to combine public and private education and would end in
fastening uPOn the institutions the label "pauper schools" to which selfrespecting parents would not send their children.
arrangement was perhaps the only one feasible.

Yet in 18o5 the

There were to be two

schoolhouses, one near the Capitol, the other a half-mile from the
President's House, each with a principal who would get $500 annual salary.
Classes were to neet six to eight hours five ~s a week.

Every poor

child must apply to the truatees for admission, but they endeavored to
protect him by imposing secrecy upon the teachers about his non-paying
status.''
The"western school" opene.d in February 1806 in a building on
Pennsylvania avenue between 17th and 18th streets, the "eastern school"
in Ma;,y in one of Daniel Carroll's row houses on 1st street where the
Library of Congress stands today. When President Jefferson allowed the
trustees to build on land belonging to the United States, they erected two
schoolhouses near the original rented quarters,

But the buildings cost

nearly t1660, somewhat more than the total subscribed and collected, and,
although the trustees tried to economize by dropping the fixed salaries
for the principals and letting them instead pocket the tuition fees from
pa;,y pupils and t20 for each "pauper", the exp<>nses of salaries and supplies

55

School trustees Minutes, 15 Sep

05,

p.

•
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had reached $1700 by the sutM1er of l8o7.

Citizens thereupon complained

"loudly" about these wild extravagances which ate up 15' percent of the
municipal budget.
from $1500 to $800.

The next year the council cut the city's contribution

The trustees, unable to get the cut restored, declared

"the institution for the education of youth could not be supported in
anything like a state of respectability", and in 1812 proposed substituting
a Lancastrian school where one teacher could preside over a hundred or

more pupils.

Private schools me(lllwhile were multiplying.

Interest in free

public education was on the wane.56
The Position of Negroes
Race barred colored children from the public schools, for though
no rule eJq>ressly so stated, and though city officials raised no objection when three free colored men, themselves illiterate, engaged a white
teacher in 1807 to open a colored school, the assumption was general
among whites in this Southern community that free people of color were not
and could not be citizens.

GradualJ.y Southern concepts suhnerged the

Northern view of Negroes as human beings with dark skins, and, after the
defeat of a resolution of 1805 in Congress which would have freed sl!!Ves
in the District when thaly reached maturity, the prevailing attitude in

the capital relegated all Negroes to a position of irredeemable inferiority.

56 Intelligencer, 22 Jan, 30 Apr 02, 12 Oct 04, 23 Aug, 29 Sep 05,
16 May, 17 Dec 00, 29 May 07, 10 Nov 09, 18 Jul 11, 5 May, 23 Aug 12;
School Trustee Minutes, 3 Feb 06, p. 54, 9 Jun 06, p. 65-67, 75, 10 Aug
12, p. 189-95; Washington Acts, 29 Oct 08, pp. 14-16.
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Washington waited till December 18o8 to enact a Black Code, and
perhaps formulated one tren only because the number of free Negroes had
doubled since 1804,

Alexandria waited till 1809 but then promulgated a

more rigorous code than i~ashington' s.

That whites in the District stood

in real fear of their colored neighbors is unlikely:

in 1808 Washington's

500 free blacks and 880 slaves together composed a scant quarter of the
population.

llut an influx of colored householders WEIS an unwelcome 'l)l'Ospect

and, were free Negroes here allowed privileges denied them in the rest of
the South, the number of hlacks might increase rapidly.
where debtors, white

Yet for a city

or black, might land in jail for owine t20,

Washington's first Black Code was less severe than might have been
expected. The law imposed a $5 fine upon any colored person found on
the streets or at a dance or meeting after 10:00 p.m, and decreed whipping
for a slave only if his master refused to pay his fine.

Four years later

in amending the city charter Congress authorized local officials to whip
slaves with as many as forty lashes for attending "nightly and disorderly
meetings" and to jail free Negroes and mulattoes for as long as six monthso
At that point the city councils took the precaution of requiring free
Negroes to register and carry with them certificates of their freedom.
Wi-~hout such proof any free colored person was liable to be jailed as a
runaway slave,

imd

unlesii some white man sunplied evidence that tht> tlee;ro

wa, indeed free and then paid the costs of his keep while in prison, the
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jailer might sell his helpless victim in order to recoup any loaa.57
Perhaps the mounting volume of the slave trade in the District accounted
for the harshness of the new regulations, and free Negroes may have felt
relief that there was no prohibition against their educati11g their children.
The school of 18o7 hed a brief life, but later another would open

By

aro

large ) free colored famili2s in the District probably considered themselves
better off than their fellows in other southern cities.

By 1812 Washingtonians in the face of various discouragements dared

at last feel secure.

The city had nearly tripled in population since 1800

and, if still insignificant co111nercially, had outstripped Alexandria in
size.58 Little by little men had come to believe Congress would never
move the capital from the banks of the Potomac.

Patience would overcome

the city's manifest drawbacks, and the District of Columbia would then
become the true center of the United States.
gained converts during that spring

and

fts

the War Hawks in Congress

early summer, residents of the

capital watching with interest felt no alarm about what the future would
bring.

57 Intelligencer, 17 Sep 02, 9 May 04, 30 Sep 08; Washington Acts,
6 Dec 08, pp. 24-26, 16 May 12, PP• 29-35; U. S. Statutes at Large, rr,-

May 12, ch cxxv, pp. 721-27; Alexandria Ordinances, 9 tug 09, pp. 182-91;
George w. Williams, History of the Negro Race !.!1 J\merica, II, 182;
Washington Federalist, 3 Sep OS; Annala, W,-2s, 15 Jan OS, pp. 995-96.
58 Third Census United States, 1810.
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WAR .AND ITS AFTERMATH, 1812-18~
The Initial. Effects of W&r

The declaration of war in June 1812 came as a surprise t.o W"'sbington.
Congress had been debating the step since tbe preceding December, but, as
JilOnth af""..er month paased without the War Hawks' rallying the neoeseSX7 nine-

teen votes in the Senate, Washingtonians had inclined to believe with
Augustus Foster that the United States would continue to seek peaceful.
redress fran both France and Great Britain rather than openly defy either
power.

On 17 June when, as the British minister described events, thll' wai.•

party rounded up a "drunken scnat.or" uaually absent from important sessions

and with his vote swung a majority into passing a "resolution" for war
against Britain, the atmosphere in the capital was cheertul.

And whE!il the

President reluctantly signed the paper the next afternoon, the ela'.;ion of

the eJq>ansionisto of the West and the South became contagious.

The tlrlrty-

year-old South Carolinian, John Calhoun, reportedly threw his arms arowic1
the neck of Henry Clay, the young :speaker of the House-i and, joined by
others of the Congressional 11mese" at their New Jfn'sey avenue boarding

house, performed a ShQlfflee war dance about the table.

The wrath and dismay

of Federalists who thought the United States should fight Napoleon, if

anyone, in no way dampened the enthusiasm of men delighted at the prospect,
of snatching Canada fr0111 Britain and forcing the royal navy to respect.

.American rights at sea.1

l Davia, Jeffersonian Pmerica , pp, 96-103; Glenn Tucker, Poltroons
~ Patriots, ~ Popular Account~~~~ 1812, I, 19- 21.
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Federalist merchants of the District of Columbia, notably of' Aiexsn~
dria, decried

the

prying open of' the 11P:.inoora1 s Box" which loosed the

"deadliest of evilsi

war with Great Britain}" ~d they correctly sntici-

pated more seve1-e commercial losses than enbargo and non-intercourse bad
inflicted.

.Anger burned fiercely at the end of' July 1-1hen a respected

Oeorget.ow man was killed by a Baltimore mob in its attempt to stop distribution of a violently anti-administration newspaper printed in the District.
But a large segment of the local public, led by "Joe" Gales of the National
Intelligencer, supported Republican policy.

Perhaps belief that war would

bring new bua:iness to the capital, source of govermient contracts and
center of planning, contributed to the feeling that the country had embarked
upon a "National Jubilee."

In 1807 and 1808 when war had threatened after

Brl.td.sh search of the frigate Constitution in .tlJ11ericsn coastal

waters, the

District militia had offered fifteen companies, about two thousand men, far

imnediate action.

Now, Federalist opposition notW1thatandi.ng1 military

ardor again m,iept the District cities.

On

the 4th of July 1812 five

hundred militi!l!llen paraded in uniform and, altb:>ugh law made all able-bodied

white male residents between too ages of 18 and 45, not excepting government
clerks, aubject to service in the District militia, several volunteer compames formed during the summer, including one of Washingtonians too old
for militia duty.2

2

Alexandria Gazette, 20 Jun, 18 Pug, 15 Oct, 24 Nov, 1 Dec 12;
Intelligencer, 16 Jul 66, f5, 17, 20, 24 Jul 07 1 5 Dec 08, 8, 26 Jul, 1,
6, 8, 18 Aug, 8, 10 Sep 12; Henry Ad!Jlls, Hizto& of ~ UniQed States
During ~ Adniniatrations £! Jefferson ~ Madiso!, VI, 408-09 {hereafter
cited as Adana, His~27) J ~ . S·tat,utes, II, 215, 3 Mar 03; Annal.!, 7C, 28,
3 Har 03, pp. 1575-78, ~-- -·.
.
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In spite of .American reverses on the Canadian border, the 8\ll'X'ende:r
of Detroit and the conti.nuillg host.ility of Indian tribee aroused by Tecumaeh,
optimism sbout the war l88ted 1n Wa.shiDgton till after Madison' s seOOl'ld
insuguration.

Canada and the West w~re too far

aws:, to affect

dai].y pursuits

:

1n the capital on the Potomac.

J3rit:l.sh naval re.ids on the Chesapeake had

not yet begun, and, the administration insisted, if the enemy were even•
tually to set foot on American soi1, he would seek to engage the ar'll\Y 1n
the field, not to attack the capit-al.

At the end of October the Washington

Jockey Club held its annual races, and during the w:l.nteT o·iher sn-oortrJ.nment.
Wn'(i

on tu, usus1o

The diary of Michael Shioor, a Wa~ton Negro,

described in some detail the new volunteer fire company end its dashing
yellow-fringed uniforms but made no mention of we.r.
parade on

At the inaugural

Ii March 1813, onlookers remarked upon the "animating" appearance

of the volunteers lining Pennsylvania avenue 1n the brilliant sunshine as
·t;be District cavalry escorted the President to the Capitol, and that night
couples danoed gaily at the ball hpld at De.Vis' Hotel.) A few w~ek3 ai'terward, light heartedness gave way to alarm:

a J3ritish fieet was blor.lcad1ng

Chesapeake Bq.
Early 1n May 1813 Rear Admiral Cockburn I a tars and marines pillaged
and burned Havre de Grace at the mouth of the Suequehanna and, to Mrs.

Madieon•a chagrin, the swaggering Cockburn sent
bow" at her drawiilgl'oOlll very soo'n.

word "he would make his

President Madison hastily sent troops

2 Apr
3 Intelligencer, 3 Nov 12, 6 Mar/13; Diary of Michael Shiner, 18131865 (Ms Div, L.C. ).
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to repair Fort Washington~ t"Wel'le miles down the Potomac and the capital's
chief defense from naval at.tack, and, while "all the city and Georgetown
(except the cabinet ) • • • e,cpected a visit .from the enemy, 11 units of the
District militia encanped nesr the White House on the hil l where the Naval
Obeervatocy would later rise, By July Br:!.tisb ships were moving up the
Pot0111Ac and b-J the 15th were within sixty miles of Washirigton.

The ~ate

and the gunboats at the Navy Yard sailed, at once, aney regulars accompanied
I

by moet of the District volunteer .companies and several membere of Congress

marched for Fort Washington, and District houaeholde_rs packed up their

e.ffects prepsratory to flight.11 Meanwhile, more terrifying than the
approach .of Redcoats were the rumors of impending sl ave uprisings.

Mrs.

Samuel Harrison Smith writing from the Smith fann on which Catholic University stands today spoke of "our enemy at home" who would join with the
British as the invaders dreli near.

Washington, stripped of troops, 1111

exposed .not only to rebellious blacks but to lawless 1-i1ites ready to loot
the city.

At ·l;his point M1110r James Bfake appointed a night watch

to

patrol the stl'eElts axter dsrk aid several "military" units compoeed of
elderly volunt eers for home defense.

Construction of earthworks to mount

heavy guns began at Greenleaf' a Point and the Navy Yard with a furnace at
each to supply red-hot cannon balls.
The :l.m:n.ediate crisis passed.
Po·!;omac, and tho militia came home.

The &-i.tish ehips sailed back down the
Slaves in t he area made no strike fc:r

freedom, though bondsmen along the Chesapeake had offered ·Uieir help to

Allen

c.

Clerk

4 Ibid., ll, 25 May, 1 Jun, 16 JuJ. 13.f Memoirs ~ ~tters g! Iblly
Madison, p. 90; Adame, History. VII, 56-57.
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Admiral Cockburn only to dil!loover too late that he was not above selling

them to planters in Barbadoeo Re_?.1eved of fear af the British Lion1
Washingtonians could enjoy seeing the four- hundre&:.pound "Royal Tiger of
Asia" on exhibit at tb.e front of the Capitol.

In Ute District of ColUlllb1a

life resumed its normal ~urea.'

Business, :Ln fact, asSUllled abnonnal proportions.

The Secretsry of

the Treasury reported internal revenue duties paid in the District of
Columbia higher than those in Mew Hampshire, Vermont, Delaware, Tennessee

and Louisiana,

As military purchasing went forward and men seeking govern-

ment contracts came and went, ttro new banks opened, the Bank of the Metropolis in Washington and the Fanners and Mechanics in Georgetown.

District

bankers indeed felt themselves in a position to offer the harcl,.preased
federal Treasury a loan.

New turnpike companies and one to enlarge Gi,orge-

town' s water supply organized in spite of the high costs of materials and
workmen's d8111ands for higher wages.

A daily evening newspaper appeared antl

a guide book to t he capital, the first of an endless succession.

Men felt

oonfident enough about the city's futUN to bold a lottery with a $.30,000
prize to raise money for building a monument to George Washington.

ActiVity

at the Navy Yard mounted steadily as ships danaged in encounters with the
eneJ1V put in for repairs. -Crews and marines from every vessel that docked
spent money in the ci. ty.

Furthermore, for the first time the Washington

Navy Yard received a col!lllission to build a frigate, a sloop of war and a

were

5-gun schooner; all ·three ships/virtually ready for launohing in August 1814.
I

5

M. B. Smith, First Fort'lt Years, -pp. 90-91; Intelligencer, 13, 17 •
19, 21, 22, 29 Jul, 17 Aug 13;
cker, Poltroons ~ f>atrio•ts, f, 290 and .395n.
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Although a British squadron still patrolled Chesapeske Bay, .American naval
succesees at sea and on Lake Erie stirred everyone's pride and provided the
occasion for gala publ1o dinners in honor of Commodore William Bainbridge
and Captain Ollver Hazard Perry.

When a peaoe mission sent to Europe reported

unacceptable British terms and local apprehensions about eDBII\Y attack
revived during the spring of 1814; Secretary of War John Armstrong persisted

in declaring that no one having Baltimore 'Within reach would ·invade the
"sheep whlk11 on the Potomac. 6
The Capture of Washington

But time was running out. In June 181.L landing parties from A<tuiral.
ti.enty-t,::o
Cockbum1 s ships got within/ ll!iles of Washington. The District militia

took the field but, after failing .to locate the British, were ordered home
and mustered out.

News that part of Wellington' s victorious army under

General Robert Ross was en route to .America led Secretary of War Arml;ltrong
belat.edly to make half-hearted plans for the protection of the capital,
but worried Washingtonians called upon the President to urge more Vigorous
measures, while a committee of .Alexandrians drew attention to the defenseless state of their city.

Tbe War Department undertook to align militia

from neighboring states to strengthen the District forces, but, with the
British harrying ·~he Maryland and Virg:mia settlements on the Bay, the

gesture was inevitably futile.

Arms, ammmition, ~nts and food for the

6 Intelligenc~r, 25 Nov 13, l, 26, 27 Jan, 26 Feb, 23 May, 24 Oct
14; Annals, 13c, 1s, 13 Jul 13, PP• 2662-90, 2699, 13C, 2S, 13 Apr 14, PP•
282~30; ~ Regist.er 2.f Officers of ~ United States, 1817, p. 89; Adams,
His·tor;[, VII, 392, VIII, 121; .ASP, Finance, Il, 847; Hibben, History <2£
the Washington ~ Yard, pp. 49-5.3; Tucker, Poltroons !!!!! Patriots, I I ,
52>; Jllexandr:i.a Gazet·te, 18 Aug 14.
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citizens' army were still in short supply in mid~Auguat when
regulars landed at Benedict
east of the capital.

4SOO British

on the Patuxent river thirty-fi• e miles south-

On Saturday, 20 August, the Distriot' s 1~uipped,

green militia, wider t he 0011111end of the easy.going Brigadier General
Willian Winder of Baltimor e, encanped near the Eastern Branch bridge.
Mayor Blake appealed the next dsy for ll!en remaining in Washington to assemble
a'• the Capitol and rn.er ch thence to dig earthtror ks at Bladensburg at the
District line; necessity persu&ded him to beg free colored men to join the

citizens• corps of workers. Whites iater had the graee to mske grateful
acknowledgment1
patriots;
•

"The free people of color of this city, acted as bedSllle

there is sosrcely an exception of any failing to be on the spot.

• • manifesting

by their eirertions all the zeal of freE1111en.

At the same

t:L-ne, highly to their credit, conducting themselves with the utmost order
snd propriety.n 7
E'vents mved swiftly during the next dsys.

Ooverment clerks

hurriedly packed up official papers and scoured the c:i. ty for wagons

to

cart them to safety, householders loaded their valuables into such col'IV8'yances

as t hey could find, and the exodus began.
children rE!lllained in Washington.

By Tuesday night few women and

The public offices and every shop had

cloeed that dey, and while the President and Cabinet officials, after a
special conference st sWlrise, rode back and forth betueen General Winder 's
camp and the capit al, Mrs. Madison and a blaak servant or t,ro at the White
House had f illed trunks with cabinet papers.

In t he blistering heat of t;be

7 Intel l i gencer, 20, 29 Jun, 19, 25, 26, 28 Jul, 20, 2.3,
ASP, I-1:llitaq Af f airs, I, 564; Adama , Hi story, VII I, l.40-42.

24 Aug lh;

74
earzy afternoon of 2li August the British invaders reached the Eastern
Branch at Bladensburg.

nThe Bladensburg Races, " as angry humiliated

. oitizens dubbed tbs rout of the American army, took iscarcezy half an hour.
Mrs. Hadiaon with Gilbert Stuart.•s portrait af Watihington beside her in
the presidential carriege drove out of the ai ty in mid- afternoon shortzy
before the President•s return from the battlefield; 'at the White House
the table was already set for dinnls-r.

Winder's troops scattered aver the

oountryside, but some ned back through Washington and northwestward be.fore
encamping above 'l'enleytown near the District line.
Washington at duak.

The Redcoats entered

As they set fire to the Capitol and the President' s

House, Captain Tingey, Commandant of the Navy Yard, ordered the buildings,
the naval stores and tbs ships on the ronwaya burned.

A violent thunder-

storm that night alone prevented a oonfl~ation of the entire city.
Demolition continued the next day, - .the Potanac bridge, the War and
Treasury buildings, the arsenal at Greenlea.f 1 s Point, and, because Admiral
Cockburn contended "dear Josey" Gales was a British traitor, the office of'

the In·~elligenoer.

Only the pleSB 0£ Dr. Thornton, Superintendent of

Patehts, saved the Patent Office and the Poat Office, for Thol'nton convinced the Bri·liish major that the patent models were private property and

to destroy them would be a crime agai11Bt civilizationp like the burning of
the famous Alexandria library nror which the Turks have been ever since

condemned by all enlightendd nations."

Later that day a tornado struck,

whipping roo£a off houses, topoling chiJT,.neys and adding to the 11reclcage
created by the British soldiery.

When the invading troops withdrew that

night and returned to their ships on tile Patwrent, the American capital l ay
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in ruins. 8

NOl" was the danger past.

Four da;,ys later, While Washingtonians were

dazedly beginning to tidy up the debris, caring for the wounded and burying
the dead, British ships sailed up the river to Alexendria; the commanding
officer st Fort Washington had blown up the fortifications when be sighted
the enemy aquadron.

The British demanded and immediately obtained the

capitulation of defenceless Alexaiidria and, after loading the vessels at
her wharves with the nour, tobscco, cotton, sugar and wines in her warehouses and .with the goods of h~r citizens, dropped safely back down the
Potanac 1d.th their booty.

As people who had rsmained in the District

cities now swelled the throngs of earliE:I" refugees to the oountry, Margaret
B!O"ard Smith observed sadly:

"I do not suppose Government will ever return

to Washington. All those whose property was invested in that place, will
bs reduced to poiterty. • • •

despondency still greater."

The consternation about us is general.

The

She took comfort, however, in noting that the

"negroes all hid and instead of a mutinous spirit, have never evinced so

much attaohment to the whites and such dread of the enemy." Though the
British troops generally 8J)ared private property, fear that they might over-

run the entire countryside persisted until they met with a repulse at Baltin-.ore in September and word cmrre of an P.merioan vtcto:ry on Lake Champlain.9

B Annals, l,3C, 3S, 22 Sep 15, pp. 305-08; M. B. Smith, Fj.re;t Forty
Years, 98, 109-12; Adams, History, VIII , 148-50; "Diary of Mrs. Thornton,
Capture of Washington by the Bri ti.sh," CHS, Rec, XIX, 173-82 (reproduced
trom the original 111B in the L.C. and covering 20-31 Aug 14); "Unwelcome
Visito1's to Early Washi~tnn," C2IS, Rec, I, 55-87 ( a reprin\,.~ Dr. J,,~ . .
Ewell's. "Capture of Washington, 11 (pµbl:l..:,ihed brigi:nall,y in ''tlie 3fifedition.,of
1'lmters::md-•Mariners MediC!ll.:·Comoa--..ion ~ 'till e?s~ entitled Bilio:ua Fever_s),.
•r,1cker, Poltroons andfatriote, II, 552-Sh; Intelligencer, .30, 31 .Aug, 7,10
Sep 14.

9 Alexandria Gazette, 15 Sep 14; M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, pp.

101-15; Intelli~encexi 31 Aug, 1,
30 .Aug 1G, c:fls ~• x, 173.

4,

9 Sen

14;

"Diary of Mrs. Thornton,"

76
The Question of Relocatillg the Capital
Mrs. Sr.ti.th's foreboding that the government would never return to
Washington appeared to have a sound bs.sis even though the President and
the executive departments had reeetabliehed themselves in the city within
a few d8ys of the British withdrawal.

After a brief sdjourn on F street,

the Madison.a moved to the Octagon House. on New York avenue, 8inoe its former
tenant, the French minister, had departed to Philadelphia.

Tha failure of

any of' the foreign ministers to reopen legations in Washington looked
ominous to residents of the District, and the disoo:ni'orts that Congress
must face when it oonveood in special session on 19 September sdded cause

for trepidation.

Multipl~ charges that the District milit:la had behaved

with abominable cowardice, charges mortifying to people who believed the
inoompetence and timidi.ty of the Secretary of' War and General Winder solely
responsible for the disgrace.ful defeat at Bladensburg, increased the doubts
that Congress would consent to x-isk et¢ng on in so ill-protected a
locality.

The Intelligencer which, by borrowing tyPe, wtts able to resume

publication on 30 /iugust, strove to forestall acy- plan £or establishing a
temporary capital elsewheI'e, lest the arrangement

beC01118

pel'lllanent.

That,

the editors believed, would constitute a "treacherous breach of faith" with
citizens 'Who had "laid out fox-tunes in the purchase of. properly in and
about the city. n 1\n 3l'glllll8nt with wider appeal to the rest of the countcy
was patriotic pride1

removal of the capital fx-an Washington "would be

kissing the :rod an enemy has wielded."

Other than thus expx-essing their

"abhorrence and astonishment" at the px-ospect of again .facing the uncertainties they had thought safely behind them af'ter 1810, ci.tizena could
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do little more for the moment than abet the work on p'!'epsring a hall where
Congress could meet.10
The sight that greeted senators and representatives when they returned
to the capital on 19 Septeillber was grim.

The blackened walls of the Pres:i.-

dent•s qouse, White House no longer, stood out starkly against the hill
beyond, 'llhere a small force of army regulsrs was encamped.

The Treasury

and the War Depax·tment offices were only less badly gutted than the Executive

The dome ot the Capitol upon which I talian painters had lavished

Mansion.

their art and the roofs of both Wings lay in ashes over which towered
smoke-stained walls pierced 'l:ly gaping holes ,mere windows had been.
of the walls now bore angry inscriptions and pencil drawings:

Some

"The capital

and the Union lost by cowardice"; "A _ _ _ {.Irmstrong, Secretary- of

sold the city for

50oo dollars 11 ; cartoons of the President

wsi]

runni~ off

without his hat or wig and of Adniral Cockburn burning hen roosts.

Nothing

rerneined of the books or papers that had fonned the Library of Congrese.
The Navy Yard and the arsenal grounds at Greenleaf' s Point were stretches

of rubble.

All save five

Cit'

six private houses stood unharmed, but the only

undanaged public buildi.ng was the Post Office, spared because it had housed
the models deposited with the Patent Off ice.

There perforce Congress con-

vened, the House, With 19 of its 176 members providentially absent, 1n a
room so small that "every spot up to the fireplaces and windows is occupied. ,,l l

,Y?.~

Sep, 28 Oct 14, 25 Feb 15; Poulson•s
14, cited in Bryan, Caoit al, 1;-®;n;
Diary of Mrs-:-Tliornton, 27, 31 .Aug 14, CHS, Rec, XIX, 174, 182; 11, B.
Smith, First Forty Yearf!, p. ll5.
lO Intelligencer, 2,

pagy

41 6, 9
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11 Fearon, S}setches of America, A Naraation 2.f ! Journey of Fiv:e
-3rd e d, 1
Thousand Miles thro,i1 the Eastern ~ ~estern States 2f America,~jr.'~!84- 85;
H Doc 276, 21C, lS, Mar 30; Intell~ encer, 9, 16 Sep, 6 Oct it; Annals,
13c, 3s, Oct 14, p. 353, and 23 J an , p. 1100.
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The inevitable proposal to relocate the capital came almost at once.

Philadel phia and Lancaster, Pennsylvania, o££ered Congress comfortabl e
ecconmodationa and tm city oounoil of Oeorgeto'Nil tendered the use of the
Georget= College building 'Id.th the added bait of furnia.'ling board for $10
a week instead of the

$16 oharged by Was~ton hotels.

'l'he heights of

Georgetown were of course alJ!lost as exposed to enemy attack as Washington;
the Pennsylvania cities would be safer.

Partisan politics played a con-

sider able part in the fierce debates in the House, but, ITTl<)vidential.l,y for
Washington, a good many representatives shared the Intelligencer's view
that di..gnity and patrioti6lil forbade 1ecamping even temporarily, as if
driven to flight by terror of Redcoats; one representative declared his
preference for a seat under canvas in the established capital to one in a
palace! so much as a mile beyond her limits.

Washiq;tonians, furthermore,

presented r.ot only arguments in the form of reso),utione and letters to
the newspapers:

the city's bankers volunteered

a llalf-million-dollar

loa."l to the government to enable it to rebuild the public buildings on
their old si tea.

For three lieeks the decision hung in the balance.

by a vote of 83 to

54

'l'hen

the House rejected the bill for removal and accepted

the bank loan.12
The Senate delayed its ooncuTTGnce for three months, but 1.n the
ll:eantime the a:i. ty councils had organized 00111!1'itteea to solicit funds from
-private citizens fo f'inanoe ccnatruc-i;ion of such defences as the general
government deemed needed,

and,

thanka to the contributions of Washington's

12 Annals, 1.3C, JS, 26 Sep 14, pp. 311- 14, 323, 3 Oct 14, PP• 341-42,
5 Oct 14, pp. 3'i5-55, 6 Oct J.li, PP• 357-76, 12 Oct 14, pp. 387-90, 15 Oct
14, pp. 395-96; Intelligencer~ 28, 30 Sep, 7, 8, 10, 18 Oct 14• .

I
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mid Alexandria' s residents, restoration of Fort Washington had proceeded
rapidly. The Senate could not ignore that proof of public spirit.

On

3

February 1815, the bill passed ordering r ebuilding the federal offices on

their former s ites. The next day word came of Gener al Andrew Jackson's
victory at New Orl eans.

l!: fortnight later, 1n the e:iap1sitely proportioned

dr811ing room at the Octagon House, President Madison signed the peace

treaty. The war was over, the Union saved, and Washington still the
capitai.13
The scars of the battle to keep the capital on the Potomac took
time to fade, for while Washingtonians were relieved at the congressional
decision, the delay in the Senate had subjected the d.ty to fresh uneaoineoe,
a repetition of the anxieties that had reCUl:'red periodieally betueen 18o2
and 1810.

The political manouever1llgs which, property.owners felt, had

again and again jeopardized their local investments end stunted the city' s
growth might reaurne

at any moment until reconstruction of the govexxnuent

buildings had gone too far to permit another change of plan.

As late as

October 1815 a congressman took a l a s t ~ at reversing the decision.
1n

Although his proposal got short shrift, resentment lingered on/the District
at being the shuttlecock 1n the congressiona.1. game of battledore.

A letter

to the Intelligencer in 1816 decl,ired that Washington, so far from enjoying
"that fostering patronage" which the govermient should have offered her,
was "the scapegoat of capricious malignity and ignorance."

Georgetown

l) Jolll'JUll, Board of Aldermen of the City of Waehington, vol 5,
2, 3, 9 Nov

31 Oct 14, cited 1n Bryan, Cf.ital, I, 635 n; Intelli~encer,
14, 1, 16 Feb 15; ~nnols, 13. 3s, 3 Feb 15, PP• 216-22.
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asserted that Congx'ees had no concern for the District:
bank is created, the head is fixed elsewhere.

bs founded, some other situation is sought.

"If' a national

If a lllilitary school is to
If a national uni,;ersity is

proposed, the earnest recOITlllendation of every successive president in ita
fsvour • • • is disregarded , • , •

Every member takes care of the needs

of his constituents, but we are the constituents of no one."

Still, to

nurse grudges was obviously futile, and some men professed to look upon
the burning of the ci;pitsl as a blesm.ng in disguise:

it had forced

Congress to a definite conunitment to Washington, would therefore provide
the stability long lacking end give the city mare substantially built
govemnent offices.

In 1817 a foreigner remarked that the visit of General

Rose had halted the prog>:esaiv.e decay which had been undermining Washington
Since 1802; she "seems to have risen, like the phoenix from the names, and
ie ones more partially increasing in proeperity011lh
Onoe begun, the work of effacing the marks left by Washington's
British captors went forward steadily.

By August 1815 the stockholders

of the bridge companies had completed new bridges over the Potomac and

t he Eaatern Branch, and,thanks to the government's acceptance of Thomas
Jefferson's of.fer to sell his library, a new 14000-voluroe Library of
Congress had come into being.
into their rebUilt offices.

A year later the executive depsrt1119nts moved

The Navy Yard was beginning to build a ship of'

the line and new military storehouses were in order about the arsenal at

1h Intelligencer, 17 Nov 10, 29, 30 Mar, 25 Msy 15, 6 Jan, 19 Mar
16, 17 Dec 173 Georgetown Messenger, 15 May 16; Fearon, Sketches of
J\merica, pp. 285-86:
-

.
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OreemJ,eafs Point.

The White House was ready for occupancy in September

1817; when President end Mrs. Monroe took possession they found a mare
solidly constructed, bet.ter frun.iahed house than had their predecessors.
By 1820 appropriations for rebuil ding had run to over a m:i.llion ddllars
and Congress rather futilely sought to enlarge the fund by sale of federal.

lots on the north side of Permsy1vania avenue near Tiber creek.

The

Capitol was not finished in every detail until 182.5, a few months after the
death of the talented Giovanni Ji.ndrei of Carrera who, haVing superintended
the carv:i.Dg aid sculpture o£ the interior of the original building, had
tllken dlarge of the new also.

But the structural work was completed in

time to enable Congress to convene in the new halls in December 1819.
During the four years preceding Congress met in what came to be known as

•

"the Ol d Bxick Capitol" erected in 181.5 at northeast A snd 1st streets.
Inspired by Thomas Law and convinced that congressional comfOl't would
affect congressional attitudes toward the District, some fif'U,en private
citizellS had put up the building and thereby, maizy Washingtonians believed,
saved the capital for the d.ty.

Serious doubts about the pe:nn3nenee of

her status as national capital would not recur for half a oentury.15
~ Post-War

Boom,

1815-1818

However indignant at oongressional indi:f'fGrence to their well-being,

l5 Fearon, Sketches o:f' America, p. 284-85; Intelligencer, 3 Aug 15,
16 Aug 19; Annals, 14C, 2 s , ~ Mar, 3 .Apr 17, pp. 1280, 1300, 1336,
15C, 1s, 27 Jan, 20 Apr 18, pp. 2510, 2.579-80, 1,c, 2s, 3 t-!ar 19 pp. ·
1 Ser
2526-27, 16c, 1S, 11 .Apr 20, p. 2574; H Doc 8, 18C, 2S, 10 Dec 24,
1.14; Clark, Greenleaf and Law, pp. 291-9.5; ltrs. Thomas Law to Pres. Madison,
and LGw, Daniel Carrolland1'-i-ederick May to Comra, 7 !fay 15, D. c. Miscellany,

Box 1 (Ms Div, 1.c.).
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Distriot residents in the spring of 1815 found the upaw.lng of business
reassuring and, as the year wore on and most local enterprises continaed

to pl'osper, men put their grievances to one eide and set themselves to
make the most of the "era 6f good feelings,"

The rewspspers again carried

articles abo.ut the rich reeources of the Pot.omac valley, and wile each of
the three cities advert15ed her own prospects, for the moment opportunity
seemed mnple for all.

The Intelligencer invited "the young and enterprising"

to settle here llhere they could share in Washington' s rapid expansion.
The Messenger wrote o1' Georgetown:

"The natural advantages of this place

are scarcely surpassed by those of my city or town in America."

And the

Gazette declared Alexandria about "torrise to that importance to which its
natural situation had so preeminently fitted it. 1116 Confidence in the
good times to come gradualzy overcame both irritation and caution.
Alexandria at first took the lead, since shipping and foreign trade,
al- lest freed fr0111 embargoes, non-intercourse sets and threat of enf311G'

action, nourished until Great Britain again closed her West Indian ports

to American vessels.

In mid-March 1815 a six- gun salute greeted the first

square- rigger to dock st Alexsndri~ in two years • time.

Between April and

Jul,y, goods valued at $1,390,oqo cleared her whlll'Ves and cJuring one thre~

day period in September, sixty-five brigs, schooners and sloops entered
the port.

The value of her exports to foreign countries alone reaohed

$2,J56,ooo

at the end of the year, and though the total for 1816 dropped

to scarce4' $).,111,000 and failed thereafter to equal the record of the

16 Intelligencer, 25 Ma_y 15; Georgetolill Messenger, 23 Dec 18;
Alexandria Oazette,l Jun 15.
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could profit by cheap power.

These cheer ful. prophesies in 1817 SDlacked of

counting UXlhatched chicks, inasmuch as olicy one flour mill and a small

woolen fectory had gone

Up

before diS&g):'eements between the Potomao Company

md proepective investors in mill sites at the falls stoppe!i further indus-

trial development.

But by then other enterprises were flourishing visibly.

The growiDg business of the Office of Indian Trade was proving valuable to

local merchants; of the thirty-eight firms dealing with the goverment
factory twenty-seven were located in Georgetown, one in Alexandria.

To

be sure, the light hardiiare and blankets the;r supplied netted them less

than 1.\15,000 a year, but government orders were steady, government mnsy
sound and p83J11ent always certain. Whatever oor assets, Georgetown attracted

a D1D11ber of neiroaners before 1820, among them several agreeable English
fa.'lli.lies who miuld add considerably t.o the city• s stature in tha years
abead.18
If facts about Georgetown fanilies' buslness affairs are few and

generally un:informing, most evidence points to slowl,y' spreading affluence

end to occasional startling euccess.

Thus in the first years of pe~ce two

Oaorget,own dry goods firms started two young men on careers as extraordinary

as Horatio Alger heros ~. In 1814 nineteen-year-old George Peabody began as
a clerk in Elisha Riggs' wholesale dry goods warehouse; a partner in 1819,

Peaboey by the 1840' s had made himself a financial power in London and one

18 Oeorgetwon Ordinances, 18 Sep 16, pp. 93-941 Messenger, 28 Sep
16, 28 Feb, 12 Sep 17, 23 Dec 18; Sanderlin, National Project, pp, 42-43;
Dietz, The GoveIWilent Faotoey~stem and !!!2_ Indian Trada, PP• 146, 150,
163, 177, 179; Evening Star,
Jul 7TThereafter cited as Star), Intelligencer, 28 Dec 21.
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of America's first great philanthropii.ets.

His good friend, William Wilson

Corccran, in 181.5 aged seventeen, persuaded his brothers to let him join
them in their dry goods business ; in 1819, with the help of brothers and
father, Post.naster and a former msyor of Geor getown, Wil lian opened a
wholesale auction and cormdssion house, and, thoug)l that undertaking failed,

before 1850, W.W. Corcoran, having taken Elisha Riggs• son George into a
broker age partnership, commanded a fortune so large that he retired 1n 18.54

to spend the last thirty-four yeers of his life 1n giving his money awrzy• 1 9
Washington City, contrary to the hopes andexpectationa of her neig)lbora, grew faster then they.

Not only the goverrment bull~ program , but

eiq>anding private enterprise provided jobs at good wages and gave the ~ty
,

an a!. r of vigorous activity.

At the end of 181.5, the valuation of private

property in the capital stood at nearly $3,500,000, whereas in Alexandria
it was $3,278,000 and in Georgetown $2,300,000.

In spite of some efforts

to promote manufacturing, Wsshing~n still produoe~d- made wsres primarily
for home ooneumption--boots and shoes, buttons and combs, furniture, candle s,
soap, carriages, and brick.-";;tJpt for the slave trade, which obviously
A

was growing, her CCJJl118rce with other communities remained insignificant.
But the number of houses built in the first twenty months of peace exceeded
the ninety-nine of the five years i:receding, and 1817 saw another eighty-one
new buildings go up.

500

According to one est:iJnate, real estate sales increased

percent bet ween 1813 and 1818, and tongue-cluckings over the high prices

19 Dictionary .Anerican Biography;

Legecz.

w.w.

------~-------

Corcoran, A Grandfather's
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had little effect upon specul.i>ting buyers.

Shope multiplied, correcting

deficiencies that had driven custoners during the war to purchase in
Alexandria and Georgetown.

Yet after the spring of 181.5 etesmboats plying

regularly between the three cities eased travel 'Within the District,

although the fare was expensive:

the agent of the "Washington" warned

patrons that no one would be allowed to disembark without paying his dollar.
tk>re important to the c~ital, rapid communication with the South opened up

when the ''Washington

II

began runa every other dsy to Acquia Creek, Virginia,

whence passengers could oonnect with the stage to Fredericksburg.

In the

course of the next year or two, stage coach lines scheduled more frequent

trips to Baltimore and Philadelphi~

The Washington canal, moreover,

opened amid ceremonial fanfare in November 181.5, promised to reduce the
cost of living by pennitting rapid and inexpensive distrl.bution of

COIIJllO•

clities within the city0 20
Washington, however, like .Alexandria and Georgetown, was chiefly
intent on improving river naV1gation above tidewater in order to tsp the
resources of the upper Potomac and the Ohio valley beyond.

Encouraged by

hopes of diverting produce of nearby farms frarn Baltimore to District

markets, investment in turnpike companies continued, but oonetruotion of
toll roads and even "that great national lrork, the Cumberland Road," stirred

20

Secy of State, A Digest of Accounts of Manufacturing Eatablishrr.ente in the u.s. , 1822, p . 19 (Rare Book Div, t.c.); Intelligencer, 10
Jun, lS Dec l.5, 16, 31 Aug 16, 1, 7 Jan, 3 Feb, 23 Aug 17, 5Mar, 18 Ma,y
18; Alexandria Gazette, 1 Jun 1.5; Warden, Choreographical Vi)$' P• 78;
Thomas Dornton, Notice of "The Steamboat Washington," 6 Jun
, 9 Jan 16,
in D,C. Miscellany, Box 1 (Ms Div, L.C.); Comrs• Notices, 24 Mar l.5, l Apr
16, D. C. Miscellany, Box l; Fearon, Sketches 2£ .America, 287-92.
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far less public i nterest t han did plans for exploiting the Potomac highway
i;o

the West.

Whether or no Washingtonians accepted the thesis that foreign

trade vas a "gilded delusi on, 11 they believed trade with the upper valley
and with the Ohio r egion vital to the city' s growth.

Since upcountry grain

and whiskey, t he Georgetown I-lessenger calculated, -when carted by road to
Baltimore cost $2 e barrel but cost only 74 cents if brought down the
J

Potomac, a tremendous exoansion of District trade awaited only completion
of canals around t he stretches of rough t1eter upstream.

The Intelligencer,

after remarking upon Washington's fine 118rbor, observed that when the upper
Potomc became navigable "few years would elapse before the riches of the
West would be unladen at our wharves." Washingtonians knew that Georgetown
nerchan~s 'IIOuld p:rofit more immediately than they, but t he smaller city
was beginning to evi.nce e readiness to pool her interests with Washington's
llhich augured well for their common future.

Alexandria, in turn, could

oount on bettering her comnercial prospects.

When a shipment of nour from

Ohio landed in Geor getown, the Al.e:icandria Oaaette heralded the event as
o1gnif1cant for all the District cities:

midweetern flour t ransported by

t he Cumberland road and the Potoman 11 may be conveyed to this District in
less t ime, and at less expense and sold at a better profit, t,han to New
Orleans, 11 Experience had not yet established the fact that miles of
shallow water would prevent safe c01tT1:erc;.a1 navigation of much of the upper
r iver,

Jill that seemed necessary at the moment was to persuade the Potomac

Company

to undertake extensive improvements to the main channel.

But

exhortati on to act quickly lest all trade routes lead to Baltimore failed

to supply t he Potomac Company with funds .

While New York State pushed the

88

F,rie ~mal westward>the Potomac project l"elllained t!!lk 0 2l
Local wsn, as i n pre-war years, tended

to attri bute

any weakness in

the Iiistr1·ct 1 e economic struct ure to l ack of an adequate currency and, by
the same token, tended to believe the opening of more banks the surest
wey of overcoming t he shortage.

Notes signed by the president and cashier

of a bank were as good as gol d as long as people accepted them as sound
norey; hence seemingly the more banks issuing paper the better.

The yeers

1815 through 1818 were an era of "capital formation through inflation"

throughout t he United Statf'!s.

The process began earlier in the District

of Col1ll'lbia than in t he r est of the country becauee of the tonic of govcrn-

rient business in t he capital during much of the war.

.Acting to remedy the

want of credit f aci lities, "a defect now obvious to everyone, which

'

c presses improvement and checks public spirit, 11 and taking advantage of
the ineffective banking controls ilr.posed by Congress, District citizens
launched five new banks between 1811 and 181.4 to meke a total of ten and,

curing 1815, added three more.

Not all of them had charters, but the

govo:mnont's desperate needs created opportunities for the unchartered houses.
In the spring of 1811 when the Treasury's specie reserve had dropped to

n ,000,000 and eoma $2,000,000 in paper was

circulating in the District,

Coneress had attempted to investigate local banking practises.

But the

21 Intelligoncer, 20 May, 28 Oct, 23 Nov 15, lJ. Har, 4 Jun, 31
Jul 17; .Alexandria Gazette, 7 Apr 19; Notice, Falls Bridge Turnpike Co.
Jul 19, D,C, Miscellany, Box 1, (Ms m.v, L. C.); Annals, 14C, lS, 16 Apr
16, p, J.834, lhC, 2S, 3 Mar 17, p. 1338, 15C, 2S, 15 Feb 19, pp. 24788~; Hassenger, 25 May, 28 Sep 16; Washi~ton ~ts, l.~ttn~, 26 Nov
15, P• 59, 19 Jan 16, p.
, ll,111• 8oc1:ne1:l, 2 Jun 16, pp. 8-9, ~
O)unei¼j 29 Jul 19, pp. 4-5.
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moment was obviously ill-chosen.

By November:

"The Department of State,"

a congressman wrote, "was so bare of money as to be unable to PlilY even it!
stationery bill:

the government was subsisting on the drainage of unchartered

banks in the District, which felt themselves compelled to contrib.lte their

means lest the rod !E_ te?Torem which was held over them should be applied
and an Act of incorporation refused."

.At the end of the war Washington

and Georgetown banks were still loaning the government money in paper

already

5o percent depreciated. Inasmuch as their stockholders

wre

getting 8 to 12 percent dividends and businessmen mxious to start new
enterprises or expand old welcc,med easy credit, few local people saw 81\Ything amiss with the system. 22

Nevertheless, except for shareholders of the Bank of Columbia in
Jeorgetown, the District rejoiced at the chartering of the Second Bank of
the United States in 1816.

The Ba.-ik of Colwnbia, having acted since the

expiration of tr.e First Bank of the United States in 1811

as a principal

repository for Treasury 8n:i Post Office .funds and as disbursing agent of
interest, on the public debt, opposed the new scheme and fought the proposal.
of Washingtonians to have a branch located in the District.

,..7'..,....,_......
3%'glled that 1;M,eJzt:1eb 1e private banka"would suffer:

Georgetown

"The deposits will

only change halide," and the profits from discounts would go to Philadelphia

,,,here the headquarters of the new Bank of the United Stat.ea was to be.

2 2 Intelligencer, 18 Nov 13, l May 16; ./lnnals~ 13C, 2S, 10 Feh lh,
p, 1284;__d,te:., Week!r,_!!E!@.:~~!'• VI, no 1 (5 Ma,. 14), P• 15; Papers
2f. ~ First Fourteen Congresses, H Doc 53, 13C, 2S, 22 Feb lb (Rare

Book Div, L C,); William M. (:-ov~
• ~ Short His"..ory 2f Pap r Mo ey ~
Banking i n ~ United States, II, 61; .Adame, History, VIII, 2 3, 2 3.
0
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'ilashington in 1817 won the privilege of having the bl'anch and felt satisfaction at breaking Georgetown I s local monopoly of goverment business. 2 .3

Congress meanwhi le r esumed its efforts to stop "the circulation of
notes issued by any private banking association" in the ten-mile square,
but the House District Committee believed the dominant oonsideration was
hen. to assist "construction of certain turnpike roads terminating in the
District and leading to the upper and fertile part of the country."

The

Comttee recommended merely incorporating all unchartered local bmks and
requiring them to pay specie upon demand.

"When we take into the estir.Jate

the extensive and rich country on the shores of the Potomac, and even of
the Shenandoah • • • whose proepel"i.ty is •• • dependent on the COllllland of

capital here, we may venture to <bubt the accuracy of that opinion which
pronounces the banking capital too J.arge."

at l ength agreed.

A rnajori ty in House and Senate

The new law forbade unchartered banks to issue bills or

discount notes and specified that all government dues be paid in specie

after l February 1817.

The Nation:il. Intelligencer thereupon likened "the

sound of dollars jingling on every counter" to "the joyful congratulations

of prisoners released from long confineD)ent."

The gold eagles or double

eagles with which the government paid departmental clerks added to the
gratifying sense that District currency problems were now solved. 24

23

lli

ASP, FinanCE;, II, 516-17; Messe~er, 28 Sep, .30 Oct, 2.3 Nov 16~

May 17; IntslligenceJJ 1 Jan, J.6 Nov 1 •

24 .Annals, llic, 1s, 1, 25 Mar 16, pp. lll5, 12€li-65, .3 Mar 17, pp.
1328-29; J\SP, Finance, III, 25 Mar 16, pp. llli- 15, IV,
p. 985;
Meesenger, 17 Jul 16, 21 Feb 17; Intelligencer , .30 Mar, 8, lS May 16, 21
Feb 17.

',
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Before the end of 1818 District banking houses claimed to have
"6,000,'lOO in capital, a fifteenth of the total o.f all chartered banks in

the country; Virginia had but

$4,800,om,

New Jersey just over $2,000,000

ll!ld even wealthy New York State less t han $16,000,000.
was another story.

Paid-in capital

Later investigation would show only five of the

District's thirteen banks wit h fully paid up subscriptions to stock, 'While
t he figures for the other eight varied f rom a high of 8o percent to a low
of 11.

Blandly di.arega:t'ding the law r equiring specie payment on demand,

·;hree of the newly chartered banks emitted t ,729,486 in paper against a
iJpeCie reserve of less than $175,000; several others held no specie at

a11.2S Furthermore, the municipal corporations of Wa.qhington and Ale,candria continued the practise begun in 18Ui of issuing "due bills", until

llsshington had some ~30,000 worth in circulation and Alexandria $50,000.
The original purpose of these slips of paper signed by one or the other
nayor end bearing a face value of anything from a penny to a dollar had
been to supply small change for local transactions and thus avoid the neces-

oi ty of taking scissors to larger notes to make change when coppers and
fl!llall silver coins were scarce.

Georgetown also used the device, but her

ci ty councils periodically redeemed issues by "burning the change, 11 and
....4tf,,..

thus kept /\

anounts in ciraulation ,

As the corporntions

pledged themselves to accept the due bills in payment of taxes, residents

considered the local paper money a convenient and sound arrangement.

Con-

gres81l\0n similarlY inclined to think finances in the federal area 1h

25 H Doo 86, 16c, 1s, 24 Feb 20, Ser 26; John J. Walsh, Earl.Y
~
~~District of Col\lllbia, 1792-1818, p. 167; Piers of'.~
~ Fourteen Congresses, S Doc 75, Uc, 2S, 25 Feb 17 Rare Book Div, L.C.),
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satisfactory condition; local banks were performing their prescribed
functions in lending some $2,000,000 for commercial and manufacturing
ventures. 26 Manifestly no one foresaw that many of the new enterprises

were doomed to early demise.

!!i! !'.!!1!£ 2f 18_!2 ~ lli Consequences
The post-war business expansion drew its strength chiefly from a

land boom financed by what one historian has characterized as "one of
the most extraordinary emissions of dubious paper money in the history of
the modern world."

Inevitably speculation in time overreached itself and

earzy in 1819 the District along with the rest of the country faced the

collapse of the inflated values.

The volume of colll!lerce dwindled steadily,

corunod:.ty prices dropped, and real e state sold at fractions of its original
cost, Of the District cities Alexandria was the hardest hit.

European

recovery had reduced her flour trade bef ore the panic set in, but t he
217,000 barrels she e:xported i n 1817 shrank to 176,900 in 1819.

A wharf

and storehouses that had oold two or three years before for $17,000 brought

312,0 in 1820. The federal govern;nent itself was unable to fi.:id bu,ynrs
,

Washington and George-

when

it put up lots in Washington for auction.

town

busines!lllen also found themselves in trouble, for the credit upon

which nany of th8!'1 depended became unobt ainable. 27 Stock in the l·l ashington

26 Washingt.on Acts, 12th Council, 18 Oct, 1 Dec lh, pp. 11-12, l.4- 18,
13th Council, 26 Jul 1$, ?• 22, 1$th Council, 18 Aug 17, on. 23-24; Laws 2f.
~ Corporation of .Alexandria, 2$ Mar 19, pp. 3-4; Journal of the Foard of
Pldermen of Georgeto1m, 11 Apr 17, 27 Mar 18 (Ns Div L . C.); Sanderlin,
~~al P:t:CJ,;l_~c~, p. 31$.
27 Intelligencer, 1$ Sep 17, 13. Mar 18, 2$ Jen, 3 Mar 20, 19 Jul 21;
Messenger, 28 Jan, 10 Mar 20, 19 Mar 21; Dangerfield, Era of ~ Fee~
p. 179; Alexandria Gazette, 7 Sep 19; Annals, 17C, 1s, 24 Dec 21, pp.
-87.
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oanal, whim had operated at a loss even in the boom year 1817, fell from

:t100

a share

to ~,30.

Specie evaporated as the Bank of the United States

'beg1111 calling in government balances in the possession

aencttng hard money to Phil adel phia.
!roll 1!26, 500

to ~ 700,

or

local banks and

The Bank of W~hington•s funds dropped

the formerly powerful

Banlc or Collll!lbia saw its

!Specie reserve cut in half, md the Mechanics Bank of Alexandria could
uroduce only $1400 in coin.

Di.strict bank notes that in times past had

averaged a discount of not more than

2½ percent

in the open market now

con:wided only forty cents on the dollar in Balt:l.!oore and at one point
paper of the Mechani.cs Bank of Alexandria went at twenty cents.

The

Virginia Assembly enacted measures to prevent oirou].s:tion of Di.strict notes
in the Old Dominion,and the Wa:shington branch of the Bank of the United
States took a loa13 of some $71,000• . Making bad matters woree, the

COJ:'POl'S •

tion of Washington released $10,000 in new due bills in October 1819 0 28
Threatened with bankruptcy, tbe unscrupulous tried various unsavory
schenes to eave them3elvee.

Note-shaving became co=n, and more than one

:tocal bank used the device of ia81ling bills st home at psr and then dispatchi ng
:igents to other cities to buy them up at a discount.
nearly wort.bless paper epread.

Counterfeiting even

One Georgetown barJc chalked up on the credi:i;

side of its ledger $33,000 in oounterfeit bills in order to strike a balance
Iii.th tbe debii side.

Most of the counterfeits were tbs small notes that

28 Dangerfield, !!:! 2£ ~ Feelings, pp. 178-79; Charlee s. Sydnor,
~ Development 2£ Southern Sectionalism, p. 113; Ralph C. H, Cotterell,
7he Second Bank o£ the Unit.ad States, pp • .51, 66; Davie R. Dewey, State
Dmiking, 67:ollJ - Register, XIV, no 24 (8 Aug 18) 396# XVII, no 8,
(23 Oct 19), U6; Gouge, Paper Money, II, l.17; H Doc 165, 15C, 2S, 11 Jan
19, Ser 22; S ~c 50, 16C, 2S, .30 Dec 20, Ser 43; Waehi.ngton Acts, 17th
Council, 29 Oct 19, pp. 2.3-24.
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U3Ually fell in-to the hands of the poorer cl asses who wera already pinched

b;r vege cute end faced with the competition of workingmen imported from

Phil adelphia and llew York for jobs on govex·nment buil dings.
group of mechanics begged Congress for a lien l aw to protect

the

•wiley,

Desperately a
them from

cunning and dishonest spirit which • • • so unfortunately

abounds within

ff.~

o1ty. 1129

As the depression deepsned, District citizens began to accuse the

banks of being nthe sol e authors of the pecuniary distre:11s."

Some men

uJ.aced the blame on too many banks, others on over-capitalization.

A

.rorrled Congress condncted another investigation but oonoluded punitive

3ction against houses that had overstepped their charter privileges would

~a\lse failures and expose to sale
~roperty in the District. "

II

at a great sacrifice much of the real

The upshot was a decision to extend the

chsrtere for one year in hopes that by then the crisis wuld have passed
and the banks have redeemed thesneelves.

The Secretary of the Treasury

"oolstered up some of them by liepositing government .funds with them from time
~o tillle, but not even that assistance saved them all.

Four banking housee

tailed cluring 1820, bringing .t'resl\ disaster to depositors and stookholdere

:ilike. Congress, persuaded that the nine banks remaining lllUSt be eound, in
1821 granted them fifteen-year charters limited only by provisions for

redemption of notes in specie on demand and a prohibition on issue of notes
of less than $5 denomination.

Tbat reprieve spelled the preservation of

29 Intelligencer, 17 May 19, 31 Mar 20; ~SP, Finance, In, 796;
~ewey, ~~ Banking, p. 6h; ltr, Samuel Lane, Comr Puhlio Bldgs, to
Henry Meigs, ll Mar 20, quoted in Histor;y £!~Capitol, pp. 232-33,
2h7; Annals, 170, 1s, 17 Jan 22, p. 73.
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the concept of banks es houses of issue and discount.

Though banking

troubles were not over and the volume of investments dropped along with
the price of bank etocks until 1822, thereafter the gradual revival of
business ended public belief that bankers were the villains in the tragedies
of the panic.

For the

next <k>~n years banks and ·banking practice in the

Dietrict received scant attention.

When Semtor John Eaton of Tennessee

early in 1823 charged the Mechanics Bank of Alexandria with making loans

to its stockholders with only their bank shares for aecuri ty, the accusation,
later proved correct, aroused no interesto30

B-3 then prosperity had

returned to the country.
Economic distress, while pronounced between 1819 and 1822, was
probably leBs acute here than in the big oommercial centers of the North•
for governnent operations materially lessened the business stagnation in

tha District. Other than depoei ting federal funds in the local banks on
soveral occasions, goveI'mlent offid.ale took no steps t.o hasten recovery,
but neither did Congress curtail routine goverment e:xpenditures.

The

mere existence of federal offices in Washington had a stabilizing effect.
The roster of government clerks changed scarcely at all and, though

laborere engaged in rebuilding the Capitol had to take wage cuts, the salaries

of departmental clerks were untouched.
created in 1812 to handle the

,.,,.};s
•

Furthel'lllore, the General Lsnd Office )

-. of government lands, was opening up

30 Intelligencer, 16, 20 Oct 19, 3, 7 Jan, 26 Aug, 20, 21 Jul 21;
Alexandria Gazette, lS Oct 19J Messenger, l May 20; Peti t.i.on, RR 16A..05.l,
20 Dec 19; Annals, 16c, 1s, 2 Feb 20t 27 Apr 20, pp. 646-48, 104.3-45,
1825- 32, 16C, 2s, 21 Mar 21, PP• 1814-19, 17C, 2s, 12, 25 Feb 23, PP• 225,
.305-06; Gouge, Paper Money, n, 61; ASP, Firumce, III, 795-97; Washington
Gazette, 12 Feb 23.
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to private citizeni, a new kind of busineais. Not only men buy.i.ng thTough
local l md offices in the West but men who wer e accepting land warrants 1n ·

lieu of cash f or mil itary service were beginning to f i.Jld the help of some
ons in Washington useful t o et r aighten out timgles of red t ape ar to

expedi te the issue of the final pat ent.

In 1822 a Georgetown firm was

advertisillg its services as an agent for claimants encountering delays or
unable at l ong dietance to clear their titles to bounty lands.

In the

course of the next decades District firms specializing in dealings with the
Land Office 1a:ml d multiply.

Similarly a new pension law of 1818 and official

disapproval of government clerks' representing private clients gave rise to
a body of semi-professional claim agents.

source of equilibrium to the community.
in r.iuoh of the United States had come

Work at the Navy Yard was another
In 1820,when industrial enterprise

to a standstill. the Navy Yard was

employing 380 ciVilians in addition to sixty-seven officers and enlisted
lil8n.

The construction progran moved forward without curtailment.

Followi.rJg

the launching in 1819 of the Colwnbua, a ship of the line that cost \1426,ooo,

a schooner slid down the

runway in 1820 snd the frigate Potomac two

years

later. New emit.hies and Bilchor shops and repairs to other builcli~s helped
keep employment at the Yard at a high leve1 0 3l

3l Ltr Comr Pub Bldgs to Henry Meigs, 11 Mar 20, quoted in Histoii
o f ~ Capitol, pp. 232-33; Register 2f Officers 2f ~ United States, 118,
i1l'20, 1822; Leonard D. White, ~ Jeffersonians, ~ Stuclz !!! Ad!llinistrative
History, 1801-1829, pp. 519-20; Hibben, Hieto:cy 2.£ the ~ ~ • pp. 6263; ASP, Misc, II, 497; ltr, O. R. Fitzgerald to Richard Wallack, 20 Sep
18, D.C. Miscellany, Box 1 (Ms Div, L.c.); H Doc 55, 16G, lS, 19 Jan 201

PP• 66$..72, Ser 34.
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The goveronent business that kept Washington City from feeling the
full force of the country- wide depreseion bad relatively little effect upon
the rest of the Di.strict.

The

nour

mill and woolen monufacto:cy ,which

Georgetown i ~ eetor s had e,q,ected to see inspire the buil ding of a score of
others at the Littl e Falls)were advertised far sale in 1821.

During the

darla11,t da,yi, of 1819 and 1820 Georgetown meJ."chants bad benefitted from
dealings Id.th the Office of Indian Trade, but in 1822 a revel"sal of federal
policy ld.ped out that a,uroe of profit when Congress, apparently yielding

to pressure from Senator' Benton of Missouri, abandoned the system of govern,.

nent-oontrolled trade with the Indians and closed the fac:toey in Georgetown.
Like Georgetown suppliers, the Alexandria firm that eol d kettles to the
factory also lost a steady cuet.omer.

Alex3Ddria indeed derived scant

advantage frOlll the presence of the federal govermient across the river.

Improved communication with the capital netted hel" only disappointed hopes.~·
~ Yet oonaidering its geogJ."aphical si ze, the District maintained a laI"ger

eiq,ort business than the Coll!Plaints of Alaxandrla and Georgetown would
suggest. These two cities carried on virtually all the ship-ping for the

District, and i n 1820 $1,205, 000 in exports put the ten-mile square in
ninth place anong the United States• twenty states and territories.

If

Washington's populat.i.on had grown faster then her neighbors•, still Alexaadria had added a thousand to her 7200 •iohabi tants of 1810, and Georgetown
had increased to

7360

from 5248.

Furthermore, insofar as slaves were

evidence or wealth, White i'anilies in .Alexandri.a and even more certainly
in Georgetown were better off then in Washington:

in the c~ital the pl'O•

portion of slaves to whites was 194.5 bondsmen to 9376 whites, or just over

98

20 percent , whereas it was 2$ percent in Alexandria and ,30 percent in
Oeargetown,

Obviously t he decade of war and post-war readjustment had no·~

left ever,one in t he ol der DiS'trict cit ies illlpoverished.32

Proposals

£2!: !

r.tiange !,!! Poll tical Statwi

Nevertheles s both Al exsndria and Georget own resented Washington's
r eceiving the lion• s share of federal patronage and attributed her more
rapid growth to congressional favors.

The Messenger suggested a union of

Oeorgetown with Washington, · in order to share the plUl!ls bestowed on the
capital, but that plan offered Alexandria rothing and promised Georgetown
too littl e to satisfy her.

comprehensive proposal1

In December 1818 President Monroe raads a more

territorial status for the District.

Although

wise peopl e knew a eingle legislature t~uld not automatically reconcile

the conflicting interests of the three cities, even limited representation
in Congress should be useful.
snd

Unhappily, counter proposals in Georgetown

Alexa:idria for retrocession to Maryland end Virginia respectively split

tha advocates of change.

Georgetown men questioned whether the advantages

of a territorial gO\'ernment were "such as will juetify the abandonment of
the !".oat important privileges of free citizens."

They envisaged smaller

representation for themselves than for their neighbors and heavier e:xpensee
for all.

In both the older citiee the depreeeion strengthened opposition

to consolidation a::id encouraged the clanor for retrocession, for insofar
as men persuaded themselves that congressional highhandedness had foisted

32 Intelligencer, 6 Jsn, 28 Dec 21; Dietz1. 'J'h~ Govar.oment..Factor,i:
System. n. lRn•JRegia~or'.15eoafus,

~±• 1820.
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,

maey of their woes upon them they were rea<zy to believe that
salvation lo;r
.

in reclaiming state citizenship.

'When some Alexandri8JUI called attention

to the drawbacks of reunion with Virginia where the tax rate was higher, a
letter to the Gazette aeked if they considered it nothing "to exchange the

spirit of sordid interest and abject submissive slavery, for the energy and
industry of freedom'l".3.3

The District's dual law Ezy"stem, furthermore,

foreshadowed complications for a territory.

Congress had instructed the

judges of the circuit court in 1816 to prepare a single code for the District
but had then rejected the clumsy version Judge Cranch submitted.

Hence

Maryland laws of 1800 still ran in one county, Virginia laws in the other,
l!lld dread of the legal confusions likely to arise under a territorial
govemnent probably 1,-orlced against its endorsement.34
In Waehington opnosition

gl'eW

chiefly out of fear that she would lose

her privileged position within the District.

To strip Congress of respon-

sibility for the city, the Washington Gazette prophesied, would cost her
congressional interest and end in moving the capital elsewhere.

The cor-

poration councils, perhaps sensing that opinion in the city was fairly
evenly divided, hinted at the desirability of a referendum, but none took
place and the delegation that waited upon the House District CO!!\l'llittee

33 Messenger, 22 May, 8, 29 Jul, 11, 16 Dec 18; 8 Jan 19, 17 Jan
20; Alexandria Gazette, 19 Feb 17, S, 7, 8 Jan, 14 Oct 19; Intelligencer,
10 ?lov, 10, 21 Oct, 18, 24 Nov, 12, 28 Dec 18; Petition, 17A-F4. l, 9 Mar 22.

34 Walters. Cox, "Efforts to Obtain a Code of Laws for the
Di3'trict of Colwnbia," CHS~. III, 115~20; Annals, 170, 1S, 8 Apr 22,~-

lOO
urged continnation of' the status

~.3S

A number of congressmen, on the other. hend, believed a territorial
gof611llllE,ut would eave Congress t1me and trooble and relie'f"e the federal
Treasllr1 of onerous demands upon it.

One representative contended that

the courts of the District alone bad cost the gowmment over $3;<),ooo in
llineteen years; tbs Treasury set the figure
dea:i.sion

to

st. eome $200,000. But the

make the District bear the costs of building a courthouse

,-eakened the argument for a territory.

In the spring of 1820 the Senate

District Comnti.ttee stopped the bill by declarings

1t1t would not be

expedient for COilgl'ess to legislate on the subject • • • during the

preeent session. n36
Two years

l ater agitation for a District govexnmen:t from

'Which

statehood might eventually devel op revived when Representative Kent of

Hsryland responded to a local petition by calling for a convention of
locally elected delegates to frame a plan of union.

proposal was again sharp.

Criticism of the

An "old inhabi tsnt" wrote that it had the

support "mostly of persona who have little or no interest in property
within the District; and the petition was not handed to many of the

largest proprietors, and oldest and most respected inhabitants." The
Washington City counai.ls saw no advantage in haviog a delegate in Congress.

35

Intelligencer, 28 Dec 18, 6 Jan 19; Washington Oezette 6 Jan
20; Washington Acts, 24 Dec 18, p, 41; Sen Docs, 117 and 128, 16C, 1S,
3 May 20, Ser 27.

36 .P.n~s, 16c, 1s, 23 Dec 19, PP• 2781-800, 19, 24 Jan 20, PP•
551-52, 56&67, 1, 23 Mar 20, PP• 930-32, 3 Apr 20, P• 937; H Docs 43 and
91, 16c, 1s, 12 Jan and 7 Mar 20, Sera 33 and 36; s roe 128, 16c, 1s, 3 May
20, Ser 27.
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They .consioored "The District of Columbia as placed under the jurisdiction

of the whol e Republic and thus cl8lllling special fostering care and protec-

tion of the national authorities."

tion, the Dist rict

WSB

So far from being without representa-

"more fully and ably represented thsn any other

portion of our Countr,y • • , by the whole assembled Congress." The bUl
died.37

Municipal Administration

While discussion of a territorial goverrment was in progress, Washington's city oouncils were paving the wsy for a renewal of the city charter.
In 1818 a memorial to Congress asked not merely for continuation of
exl.sting corporate authority but greatly enlarged powers.

Besides a oon-

aiderable list of lesser privileges, 8Uch as the right to open alleywa,ye
111d lay special trur.es for street improvements, the petition urged that

the federal Commissioner of Public Building be required by law to reilllburse
the city for half the costs of work done on any street adjoining
throng)! go'fermoont property.

'1!'

cutting

The corporation wanted authority also to

create a board of health which could establish and enforce sanitary regulatioDS, Perhaps most significant. of all, the oound.ls sought the right to
prohibit traders from traneporting slaves through Washington or depositing

thlt! wit.bin the city preparatory to shipment South.

Be.fare Congress had

acted on these proposals, the corporation added others:

authority to impose

ahouse-building code and, doubtless a reflection of the hard times of 1819,

37 .Annals, 11c, 1s, 9, 21 Mar 22, pp, 1244, 13.38; Washington

llaette, 15 Mar, 10 Apr 22.
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power to bind out orphans and children of Washington1 s p&upers . and to
exclude fran the city vagrants likely to become public charges.

The defeat

of the t.erritorial bill in May 1820 left, Congress with the choice of making

-

numberless decisions for Washington or del egating authority to the city.
There was no debate.

A new charter took effect on Ml:\Y tSth and gave the

corporation everything it bad asked for except control over the slave trade
lllld the right to bar vagrants fra11 the city.38

If wters were disturbed at those omissions, they were gratified
at gaining the privilege of electing the mayor instead of having the councils
choose him.

As it happened, the first election put Sanuel Smallwood back

into the meyor•s office where be had already served a year as the COUJlcils 1

choice.

Though the charter enfranchised only white males who paid at least

50 cents in t8)<A;ls and had resided in the city for a year, revolt against
the property qualification broke out in 1822.

Much as the poorhouse inmates

cast their "25 cent votes" in 1811, propertyless men in two wards cast
ballots in the city election of 1822.

Thomas Carbecy, the poor man's can-

didate for meyor, won easily, only then to find his election challenged.
# court decision at last seated him.

He imlediately enrolled on the aesess-

ll&llt b::,oks the names of citizens who, according to their opponents, owned

oo property but their clothes. Nearly seven years before Jl.ndrew Jackson
entered the White House, the "comon man II in Washington thus had a brief

taate o£ political power.39

38 Intelligencer, l Apr 18;. Mtb Califte'.i:l~ Washington. ~ ;, 24
Dec 18, pp. 39-41, l'Mit C
I;
-.t, 29 Nov 19, p. 45; Annals, 16c, is,
28 Feb, 15 Ma;y 20, pp. 2554, 2600-10.

39 Intelligencer, 5, 6, 13, 16, 24 Jun 22; Washington Gazette, 12
hn 22, 22 May 24; H Rpt 83, 19C, 1s, 22 Feb 26, Ser 141.
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However satisfying to local pride, the exercise of wider munid.pal
authority failed to change the character or IJUmber of Wa shington's civic
p:roblerne.;

Some af them were the ones C011Jt1on in every age to cl.ties the

worl d over, a few were pecul.iar to communities of the ante-bellum South,

and others were uniquely Washington I s.

As was true during the first

decade of her municipal exiet.ence, the distinguishing feature of her troubles
.
.
'
was the weight of the burden that fell to her as national capital which
~

Congress refused to share.

The result was that population and community

naeds grew faster thsn community resources.
Of the three principal areas in which ~ngressional p1.1rsinK>ey hamstrung the city, the most self-evident was upkeep of the streets.

Maca-

da::ti.zing carriege ways, l aying sidetfalke and keeping bridges and -~he three

~ublio markethoueea in repair had coat Washington City nearly $13,000 in
1811-12; by 1821•22 the cost, increased by the expense of lighting the
street lanpe nightly, had reached $)43, 000.

Congress, after approving

$)000 in 1807 for repairs to Pennsylvania avenue, appropriated nothing at

all to the city for work that d5.reotly beneiitted the federal govern-nent;
federal funds for Di.strict improvements bet1'18en 1801 and 182) totalled less
than

$15,ooo.

True, the law granting Washington a new charter recognized

the Oovermnent 1 s obligation to share the costs of improvements to federal
property but epecifi.ed that the money lllllBt come exclusively from the sale

of public lots i n the city.

That proviso would later cause endless troubl e.

When concern over the health hallards of a stretch of stagnant water at the
root of C~itol Hill end of marshy land along the Washington canal led city
of1icials

to enlist congressional cooperation, they obtained sanction to
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drain and "ornamentit the public reservations between the Botanical Garden,
southwest of the Cepitol, and nortlureet 6th street and t o fil l swampy areas
vest t o 7th street, but the only t i nl!llcial aid offerf'd consisted of permissi on
to sell at auction the lots thus rede61led a1ons the c enal.

J olm Law, orator at

the ceremonies of lsying the cornerstone of the new City Hall, \rOi ced Washing-

tonian.:S' irritation: he corrt.r aeted the lllllllifioence of Constantine in buil ding
Byzantium and of "the Autocrat of Russia" in creating St . Peter sburg with the

niggardliness of Congress toward the Jl.merican capi t al. 40

The second r ealm in which cx,ngressional. disregard of f e deral obligati on
adversely affect ed the municipality we.s in the maintenance of order end respect
for l aw.

.411 eorts and kinds of psople drifted in and out of the capitalo

Poli cing was diffi~'lllt at 'best .

J\t the height of pcB't..war prosperity, M~or

Robert Orr remarked that "vice in every odious form roms t hrough the city
unrestrained, 11 and children who· should be in school gathered outside the
Caoitol and the courthouses "with a view to obtain money for holding horse s ."
He reoaranended restricting the number of grog shops and petty taverns, assigning

t110 constabl es to -each of the city' s four wards and building a new • jail •

.

Higher fees for ordi.n aties, taverns Pnd "porter cellar a 11 went into effect, but,

even before the panic 'brought hard times, a municipality that had to

bol"I'QW

to

meet current e,cpenses ba1ked at doubling the police force, let alone building
a mw jail .

Though the D.i.atrictJs county jsile )loused prisoners convicted in

feder al courts for _breaking las established by congressional action,

Congress made no move to build a federa1 penitentiary or to reVise the
crininal coda.

Unable to obtain Federal action, District citizens continued

liD Washington Acta, 15' flug 12, PP• 16-23, 12 Oct 16, p . 19, 19 Oct 18,
PP• 23-24, 14 Aug, 29 Oct 19, pp. 8, 19; Annals, l7C, 1S, 10 Dec 21, p. 5'28,
24 Apr, 2, 7 May 22, pp. 1645', 1777, 1888, 2623- 25; Congressional Globe, 26C,
1S, 2 Jul 41, P• 634 (hereafter cited as 3
Globe); Intelligencer, 2 Jun 19,
27 Apr 21; ltr to Congress, n.d,, n.c. Miscellany, Box l , (Ms Div, L, C.);
Ceremonies ~ Oration at Layi~ ~ Cornerstone of the Ci(it Hall of !h2. ~ty
of Washington, 22 Aug 2i Miscelaneoua Pamphlets, 277Th,
ar~oi Dl.v, .c.).
,10-11•
~

105
to compl ain about conditions 1n the county jail s and about the aeverity of
criminal laws that forced the court

to send o.f'fencl,ers to prison unle11e

sentenoes were to be deai h, branding or a public whipping. 41.
The th1rd 8ource ot grief to Washington which Congre:ie ignored waa

the penniles s transient.

In 1815 when the city counai.ls combined the

poorhouse and _the llOrkhouae for the "safekeeping o.f' vagrants," the Washing11

•

'

ton Asylum becane the central agency through which the tii.ty administe,;,ed
relief to the needy and disciplined the shiftless.

Sale of articles made

by the inmates lightened expeni,es a little, but since the Asylum was the

one place to which "migrant paupers" in need of medical or other care could
be sent, the hard times of 1819 and after put a oonsiderable strain upon

the institution; impoverished veterans of the Revolution and War of 1812
thronging to the capital to press pension claims frf:!quently ended up at
the Asylum.

Local residents aveM'ed that Washington had her "full propor-

tion of paupers of native growth" and should not have to support, the

indigent of oth$r localities.

~t pleas for federal aid fell on deaf

ears. Congress waited till the 1840 1s to give it. li2
Washington taxpayers thus paid a high price for being residents of

the capital. The tax rate set at 50 cents on 8100 of assessed valuation
applied to both real and pereonal property. with assesfllllents, at le~et
theoretically, figured at full msrkst value.

During 1815

and 1816, moreover,

Ll Intelligencer, 23 Jun 17, 10 /lug, 21 Oct 18, 14 Feb, 2 Me,y 20;
Allll!la, llC, 2s, 29 Dec 09, p. 987, 1,SC, 1s, 3 Apr 18, PP• 2523-24.
L2 Washington Acts 6 Apr 15, pp. 31-33, 29 Oct 19, pp. 24-25, 9 Jul,
27 Sep 22, pp. 6-7, l~telligencer, 8 Mar 21; Petition, HR 16A..05.5,
20 Dec 19.
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ci t izens had to psy a direct .federal tax of 22½ cents on every $100 in
1

landt slave:s and household i'urniture.

Municipal .fees for licenses and the

special levies on carriages, slaves and dogs added otber charges.
before the panic

I

11.,,

Even

the nlllllber o.f men ilnprisomd .for debt had risen.

Slave-holders resented the impost on the ir chattels, and by 1821 real
estate owners were contending that tax assessments exceeded market prices.
In .five years the city debt jumped .from the $17a<XX> of 1816 to $46,000;

annual revenue amounted to only $42,<XX> and delinquent taxes cane to $15, ooo.
Wun:Lia:d 6roperty-01mere urged Btringent economy, aid in 1822 Mayor Carbery

agreed.43
Yet the corporation ordi.nar~ kept tight hold on the puree strings.
Interest on the city debt, p113JT1ents into the sinking .fund and, after 1820,
occasional redemption 01' due bills gobbled up a solid ¢hunk o1' the city
revenues, but the $43,000 epent. for roads and sidewalks in 1821 and the

$12, 000 for a ~ ssdad.:llfi'.1 city hall marked the nearest approach to
extravagance.

Salaries and adJ:ninistrative oosto never reached t10,ooo,

lllld during the worst of the depression the budget for poor relief reJ1!111ned
below $7000, including $2000 .for an addition to the. Washington Asylum.
The met hod of distributing funds, however, penalized the poorer parts o.f

the city.

Eaeh ward collected ite own taxes, paid a small part, into t he

43 Intelligencer, 31 Jan, 16 Deo 15, 19 Mar 16, 29 Jul 18, 2 Jun
19, 27 Apr, 22 May 21; Annale, 130, .35, 27 Feb 15, PP• 1924-25; Petition,
HR 16A..05.5, 20 Feb 21; Waehington Gazette, 20 Apr, 1 Jul 22; Waehington
Acts, 27 Jul 15, PP• 2.3-27; 29 Feb , 10 May 16, PP• 48-50, 52, ll JuJ.,
ifoct 18, PP• 5-7, 17-18, 14 Jul, 26 Oct 191 PP• 9-13, 16-17.
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city treMUX"Y 8Ild spent the rest within its own limits; even in raieing
fund8 for poor relief each ward solicited contributions independently snd
•
u:!ed the money exclusive].y for its

Olft1

need;y.

The result was SlJlal.l. separate

financial kiilgdoms with uneq,usl opportunity for growth.

After 1820 when a

rearrangement made 111x wards out of the original four, the second and third
wards were the wealthiest, and, because t hey could afford expensive i111pl'ove-

mente, the ·BNa above southwest E street stretching from the Capitol to
'
the 'h-easu:ey rapidly drew to 1 tsel.f the most enterprising householders.

The varde wber6 poor people lived and where want was greatest lost progressively the capacity to attract the weil-to-do. bk
Like other American cities below the Mason- Dixon line, Washington
f elt encumbered by her Negro population.

Federal law in the Diatrlc-t

sanctioned the slave trade and congresl:lional denial of municipal power

to ~ate it tied city officials' hand8. Yet John Randolph's paeeionat.i
appeal to Congress in 1816 to forbid the "nefarious" traffic in the ·c apital
stirred little response in the city.

The local black code of 1812 under-.tent

no modification after the war, in spite of Washington's profeaeed gratitude

to bar free blacks for thei r help when the Britis.h invasion impended.
So.~e leading oitizens 81JPported the newly founded American Colonization
Soaiety dedicated to returning Negroes to Africa, but most whites in this
Southern city thought Negroes unfit for .Am3rican citizenship.

I£ no one

ob jected in 1818 when the colored ''Resolute Beneficial Societyrt eIJgaged a

pp .

fi4 Washington Acts, 10 May 16; P• 52, 4 Apr, 22, 24 Mey, l Jun 20,
37-36, 41-42, 46; Intelligencer, .31 Jan 16, 18, 22 Jsn 17, 2 Jun 19,

22 May 21, 17 May 22.
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colored teacher and opened a free school for oolored children, neither
did whites acclaim Negroes ' eff orts to help themeel ve11.

Ignorant c,r edu-

1
cated, they wer e unwel.COllle, as if somehow a aubtle menace to the city e

wen ..beiDg.

Strict eurveillmce of her 1800 tree col ored people and 2000

sl aves seemed to city ofi'id.ala a necessary, though oostl;y, precautiono
Runaway slave s and occasion.ally f ree Negroe11 unab~e to P'oduce proof of
their treedom crowded the jail, end the city councils frankly declared the
workhouise designed primsrily for colored people dlarged with petty offenses.
Holrever e,cpeneive to enforce and however humil,isting t.o self-respecting
Negroes, the black code had popular approval, if o ~ as a means of discouraging more colored. peopl e from coming to Washingt.ont 45

Public health supe"1sion, on the contrary, was one of several
activities public opinion was not yet willing to endorse.

Not only did

.American concepts of government narrow the field of public responsibility
but ts,cpayers were unwilling to pay for services t,hey deemed non-eissential.

w-,.i1i'-o ,

Ever.r household di!IPoaed of its
a scavenger to clean it11 privy.

own garbage, pUlllped its own water and,. engaged

In 1819 the city spent $122 for abatement

of nuisances, nothing at all during the next three years.
was sensitive about its reputation for being Ullheal;l'.hy.

Yet the communit-y

Dr. Henry Huntt

becane so distressed over the derogatory tales aboUt Washington that he
volunteered to collect vital statistics and serve as health officer without
salary.

Unfortunately his determination to redeem the city's good name

4$ Annals, 1.40, 15, 1 Mar 16, pp. 1115-17; Intelligencer, 31 Dec 13,
25 Feb 15, 16 Jan, 14 Mar 18, 27 Apr 21; Washington Acts, 6 Apr 15, PP•
31- 33; History of Colored Schools, H Doc 315, 41C, 25, PP• 195-97, Ser 1h27.
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renders his monthly mortality reports suspect. At time:, they omitted all
,In 1820 the citt appointed seave ers to clPen all rivies re lar1 • d
date on Negro dea hii:/' n l 22 . when, as Mrs. Samuel Smith noted, " \illiolUI
fevertl

are universal," the corporation created a board of haalth composed

of one doctor and one laymen from every ward, but the Board had little
authority and no public funds.

Washingt.onianll contented themselves with

taking pride in the bathhouse to which f ·lO would buy a season ticket and
where "the apartment • •• fitted up

f<1'I'

ladies • • • is so arranged that

6

an exposure is utterly impossi.ble.L

In citizens• eyes, fire-fighting also, was a task for voluntem's.
Just as every houeeholder muet. keep leather ruckets in readiness so a city
ordinance required every ward to organize a fire company whose president
and vice-presidents, each dietinguishable at a fire by a "white wand or
staff, at leaet. five feet in length, and a good 11peaking trumpet," might
fine any man preeent for refusing to help; but apparently the ruling was
needless.

Every ward equipped itself with engine and hose bought from ward

funds, and in 1818 the mayor was empowered to build rese:rvoirll in each
section of the city.

At the same time the Franklin Fire Insurance Compaey,

following the example of an Alexandria oompan;y, incorporated in Washington.
Public demand for additional precautions mo'IJilted whenever serious fires
occurred, but the c:l.ty•e financial troubles during the business depression

46 Ltr, Dr.

Henry Huntt to Mayor Benjamin Orr, 5 Jun 18, Lewis
Grant Davidson Papers (Ms Div, L.C. ); Notice Mayor Sanuel Smallwood, 19
Aug 19, o.c. ffl.scellany, Box l (Ms Div, L.C. ); Intelligencer, 21 Aor 14,
23 May 17, 10 May, 2 Jun, 4 Dec 10; Joseph M. Toner, Anniversary .ftddress
delivered before the Medical Society o_f ~ District ~ Columbia, September
~• 18661 pp. 33-Jll(hereafter cited as Toner, Anniversary Address); M, B,
Smith, First Fory Years, PP• l58-59r Washington Acts, 8 Jul 20, pp.
9
23 Mar 22, PP• 4 47.
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tempered enthusiasn for an;y measure that threatened to raise taxes.

The

corporation kept ita budget for fire fighting to about $1000 a year and in
1819 cancelled its program of digging wells, piping water from springs and
installing additional pumps in every ward,

Providenti ally fear for the safety

of federal property inspired Congress to appropriate

t4500

for the purchaee

of two enginee and construction of a fire house near the Capitol and a
second near the White House.47

Whereas the city probably lost little from relying upon volunteers
to safeguard health and property, the widespread belief that children's
education was not properly a coJJ1111unity responsibility to be paid for out of
the public purse crippled the nascent school system,

Taxpayers doubtless

gave lip service to the ideal of a literate, intelligent electorate, bid)
t.1ey remained blind to the increasingly evident fact that public niggardli-

ness was allowing hundreds of children in Washington to grow up in ignorance
b3cau59 their parents muld not or would not pay tuition to private schools.
For a tiJlle the trusteee of "The Permanent Institution for the Education of

Youth" clung to faith that a Lancastrian school could operate cheaply and
effectively enough to win support, but, despite the competence of the teacher
bTOught over from England in 1812, the school had to close in 1815 for want
of 1110ney and lack of a suitable schoolroom.

"Georgetown, 11 the trustees

observed enViously, "has built a commodious and comfortable house for the

47washington Acts 3 Mar 15, pp. 23-25, 10, 24 May 16, PP• 56,
6J~6l, 28 Jun 16, P• ~ Jul 18, pp. 8-9, 14 Aug, 29 Oct, 29 Nov 19, PP•
7, 20, 25-28; Intelligencer, 25 Jan 15, 9 Dec 16, 8, 12 Apr, 2 Jun 19, 22
May 21, 17 Ma;y 22; Annals, 15C, 1s, 9 Apr 18, pp. 2527- JJ, 15C, 2s, 3 Mar
19, p. 2536.
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Lancaatrian School, in which more than 500 children are taught."

Though

the truetees managed to keep Washington's two "acadenie1111 open, those were
more nearzy private than public schools; most of the pupils were "pay
scho~rs," only forty free.

And then in 1816, while the trustees were

desperatezy trying to raise money by lotteries, the city councils had a
change of heart.

They restored the cut in appropriation made in 1808 and

created two apparate Bchool districts.

The delighted trustees immediatezy

drew up elaborate bye-laws, set a graduated scale of fees for pay pupils,
outlined a curriculum and established criteria for choosing textbooks:
those "best calculated to facilitate the learning of the scholars and at
the same time, such as are replete with moral leseons, correct style,
national Sentiment and simplicity of arrangement. 11 Under the warming sun
of official endorsement, the Lancastrian school reopened, not as hoped in
the President's stables at 14th and O streets, but first in a small rented
house "opposite the Chapel" in l!Outhwest Washington and the next year on
northwest F street.

For the next decade this was the Ill. ty 1 s one school for

beginners, since the trustees forbade the acadeuies to adnit

tiny

child who

,1

could not read with facility, a plain paragraph in one of the School Books."
.At this point the confusion between public and private education
heightened.

For all their aVQwed wish to provide mass schooling, the

trustees• eagerness to develop the academies betrayed them into raising
tuition and leaning SO largezy upon pay pupils' fees to foot the bills that
a:ey resemblance to a public school system

alarm.

all but vanished. The city took

In 1818, persuaded that such policies were contrary to the principles

of public education, the corporation excluded from the school board trustees

112
no

elected by oontributors aml stipulated that/public money "be e:xpended,
except in the instruction of Poor Children."

The school board might select

a few gifted pupils to send for adVanced study in private schools, but the
cost must not exceed $150 in any year.

to about $200.

At a good private school tuition ran

Several years later the city would h1t upon a new method of

financingJ the mayor was to inveet the $40,000 raised by the trusteee•
lotteries in "safe" 6 percent etocks and

U88

two-thirds of the annual incoml!

to maintain two "public pauper schools." Tbue the official point-of-view
endured:

pw,lic education was charity; "it shall not be lawful to suffer

sr,y child to be taught for pa_y.n48

In Georgetown and Alexandria the city councils still elected the
ma.yore, but the course of municipal government generally paralleled
Waah1ngton°s ,though the older cities escaped some of the capital's difficulties.

Georgetwwn made no attempt to inaugurate a school system supported

solely by taxes, but the city fathers voted to the Lancastrian school far
the education of poor children $1000 annually out of city revenues of lese
than f.14,ooo.

And the school,divided in 1815 into separate male and female

departments, was astonishingly successful.

Financed chiefly by subscrip-

tions, it graduated 6o4 boye and 108 girle between 1811 and 1818.

The city

opened a workhouse but sent her aged and infirm poor to the county poorhouse
01•

depended upon private charity.

Although over a third of her 7500

48 School Truetee Minutes, 1812-1818, pp. 182-2751 Washington Act~,
28 Jun 16, PP•
, 11 Jul 18, pp.
, 24 Oat 20, pp.
• 27 Jul
21, pp. 15-16, 27 Jul 26, pp. 10-11; History of the Schools of Washington,
H Rpt 3151 41C, 2s, pp.
, Ser ll.i27.
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inhabitants were colored, the presence of Negroes, 900 of them free,
apparently caw,ed her little anxiety.

Alexandrta, on the contrary, kept

ceNful track of every col ored pe r son in the city.

Doubtless the growth

of the slave trade at the port inspired specuil precautions.

In 1821 new

regulstiona requjred of every Negro r esident a $50 bond for good behavior
and a certificate signed by two "reapectable" whites testifying to his
honesty.

Penal ties for infractiom, of city ordinances were severe, for

gambling or swearing a heavy fine or a public llhipping>and for "ri.otoua"
I

con<hct reTOCation of the license to reside in Alexandria.

The city left

ocbooling to parents to ;rovide. Perhaps because of her severe economic
reverses, she was keenly pare of the poverty in her midst.

Lest ep1dem1C3

add to other m1eerlee, the mayor at times quarantined vessels arriving frcn
ports where yellow fever was raging, but ordinari]J" officials felt themselves
po1,'8rlees to do more to relieve distress than maintain a poorhouse.

Pri.vate

citizens must do the rest. 49
The Growth

2£ Organized

Charity

Throughout >.merica as cities grew larger, destitution spread in their
strMts.

For the country's vast natural resources and ootential walth did

49 Georgetown Ordinances, 2 Jan 12, P• 75, 2 Apr 14, P• 82, 4 Feb,
6 Oct 15, p. 85, 86, 88, 19 Apr, 15 May, 22, 24 Jul 19, PP• 103-08, lll-12,
28 Jan 20, pp. ll.3-14, 24 Feb 21, p. 122; Georgetown Tax Lists, 1814-17, 1819,
and Journal of the Board of Aldermen, 6 Feb 18 (both in Ms Div, 1. c . );
"History of the Schools of Georgetown," H Rpt 315, 41C, 211, pp.
, Ser
1427; Messenger, 25 Feb 18, 8, 9 Apr 21; Richard P. Jackson, Chronicles £!
Georgetown, P•
; Alexandria Ordinances, 20 Jan 21, PP• 31-41, 60-67;
Alexandria Gazette, 25 Jan 15, 6 Feb 17, 9, 20 Sep 19, 17 Oct 21.
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not prevent suffering and wantJ medical science had not yet found ways c£
battling dise&Be and restoring to usefulness breadwinners stricken in ear],y
or middle 11.fe, and war left the nation a sorry legacy of widows end orphans.
Poverty, illness and untimely death took heavy toll in small as well as
big oornmuni tie11, but the neighborliness that lightened the oonaequences in

villages and towns no longer sufficed in the cities.

Since Amerioall8,

steeped from colonial days onward in a tradition of individual obligation,
expaoted little fran state or municipality, city dwellers were confronted
with the alternative of shutting their eyes to the misery about them or
voluntarily pooling t.heir efforts to relieve it.

The strict Puritan concept

that suffering was a visitation of God's wrath with which men could not
interfere had given way by the early 19th century to gentler humanitarian

Views, and in the South where Puritanism had never had a strong holdi

'
citizens who regarded themselws es Christians saw no alternative at all.

Suffering was there.

They must do something about it• individually or

through cburch sod.etiee whenever possible, but, w:ien the size and complexity

of problems precluded reliance on individual or sporadic effort, then

through carefully planned organization.
Societies dedicated to charity were by no means an innovation before

the War of 1812. Washington had a Humane Society end, along with Oeorgetow
and several other /lmericsn cities, had formed Washington Benevolent societies

pledged to honor the memory of the first President by helping the neecy.
the capital and Alexandria also, Thespian Benevolent societies presented
plays every winter snd distributed the proceeds to people in want.50

50 See

above, Ch. II, pp.
13 Oct lS, .3 Jan 164

; Intelligencer,

4 Feb 12, 25

But

Jan,

In
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intermittent good works left distressing gaps, and haphazard doling out of
funds was frequently ineffectual.

Thoughtful men and women had doubtless

long realized the weaknesses of cssual, planless charity; war sharpened
their awareoose.
In 1815 public-spirited women in Washington, deeply troubled by the
number of destitute children in the city, concluded they must open a pennanent home for orphans where a resident matron could give them a Christian
upbringing and a certain amount of schooling.
women was a new departure.

.An orphan asylum directed by

The moving spirits behind it

"'8re

Marcia Burns

Van Nees, daughter of the original proprietor of the land upon llhich the
White House was built and wife of the well-to-do banker, John P. Van Nese,

am Mrs.

Obadiah Brown, wife of the piistor of the First Baptist church.

Mrs. Madison, Mrs. Samuel Harrison Smith and a dozen others scarcely lees
notable joined in the planning.

.A self-perpetuating society 'WOuld house,

feed, clothe and educate the children entrusted to its care and, when they

were old enough, bind them out to service.

As custom decreed that women

should not manage money matters without male guirlance, s board of male
trustees was to 'take charge of finances, but otherwise women heeded by a
''first directrees" and a "second directress" would take full responsibility
for running the institution in the war-ravaged capital.

Once projected,

the idea of the Washington City Orphan Asylum rapidly took visible shape.
In late Nova:nber 1815, six weeks after the w:>men originating the
plan first met to disouse ways and means, they -were able to announce that
the new soci.ety had rented a house on n<rthweet 10th street near Pennsylvania
avenue and was ready to receive "destitute female orphans."

That they were
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all to be llhite children was understood. The decision to t,ske onl_y "female

ll!lbaas" arose from the societ y 1 a meagre resources, although shortage of
flDde did not prevent acceptanoe
.i,, parents.

ot

a few children or liVi.n&, but desperately

Thus the home, for years known popularly as the Washillgton

r.ate Orphan Aewl1llll1 opened its doors to a long au.ccesB1on of little girls.

le 'lady menagers, " led by Mr.,. Madison as "first directress'' and after

1817bf Mrs, Van Ness, took their responsibilities seriously; one manber
'4 tile board visited the Aey.Lum every week.

-.t

They laid down careful rules

lessons ind play. time, daily prayers, daily baths and daily ex>ld water

aalri.ng of f!!lery orphan's close-cropped hair,

r.;ore remarkable, discipline,

It f1m, was gentle for an era lihen whipping was the stendard form of punish.tr for ex.ample, a constantly ·disobedient child must wear a tag inscribed

ID on the day or the society' s !llllll181 ~etiog 1whereaa tbe exemplary child
11 that

occasion was to be allotred to diecard the usual green frock and

lidge shawl and to wear a pure white dress,

The inatit.ution quickly captured the imagination of leading citizens.
lbe o:irporation voted a $200 appropriation, St. Patrick's Catholic church

1119 $155, the 'l'hesp,ans presented a benefit plsy and individual subscriplilons ooured in,
~

Funds were never enougll for all the society hoped to

lish, but in 1822 it was able to move its charges to more satiei'actory

,art,ers on northwest 9th street between H and I and six years later into a

wilt on H street on land given by Mr. and Mrs. Van Ness.

In spite

of the problems they had to meet, including, one report later noted, frequent

l!lratitude from their beneficieriei,, women

ot established Washington familiei,

Ill' the next hundred odd years considered manberllhip on the board of managere
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an honor and a duty.

The soal.al :irestige of its foundera was a valuable

asset to the Aeylmn, but ite men;y sUppOrt ers showed appreciation of ite
usefulness to the COIIIIJIUDity.

to a civic need,

Here was Washington's Voluntary contribution

J:n 1622 a "town meeting" resol ved to raise a permanent

endowment fund" Whatever the shortcomings of the hane f or its imatea, f or
the city the orphsnage lliark:illg as it did Washington ' s first venture into
csrei'ul.ly planned philanthropy became t he symbol of oi vie conecience,

the ye ars ahead i t inspired t he t>un~

In

of a score of other charitable

1nstitutions . 5l.
Alexandri a, while s upporting church _dlarities and the Thespian
Benevolent Society, waited till the 1830 1 8 to establish an orphanage .
Georgetown women followed Washington' s exampl e almost at once.

In 1816

the Messenger. remarking that the Femtile Benevolent. Society could not
provide for the poor of the entire city, l'ecanmended organizing help,church
by church, but the 88Ylum that opened on Cbe:rry street in 1818 was , like

Washington's, non-sectarian.

About the same t ime citizens tried anothe1"

approach to _the perennial probl em of poverty.

A "Society f or t he Suppression

of Vice in the South-West Ward of Georgetown" announced its purpose "to procure

5l Intelligencer, 14 Oct, 21, 28 Nov, · 9 Dec 15, 30 Jan 16, 8 Mar 21,
JO Oct 22; Washington Acts, 8 Dec 1.5, p. 43; Historical Sketch of the
Washington City Orphan Asylum, S roe 185, 55C, 1s , pp . 107-l~~apers of t he
Lady Managers and Proceedings of the Washington Fmale Orphan Asylum,
1815-1851 (Archives 0£ the Washington City Orphan Asyl \Dll at Hillcrest
Children' s Center); Jonathan Elliot, Historical Sketch9a of the Ten Miles
§quare CompoeinS ~ District 2-f Columbia, PP• 311-312 (hereafterc1ted as
Elliot ·., Historical Sketches).
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a refomation in the maral conduct of the citizens of this ward" through
11

removing ar alleviating tlle ev.Ua of pauperiem by encouraging Suncia;y-sehoola

and pl a ces of liOI'ship." Resembling the aims of the aocietiea 1n Baltimore,

New York and other northern ci ties for "The Improvement of the Condition of
the Poor, tt the ideal of the Georgetown group proved less attainable than the
mere practical one of the orphanage~S2

The non- sectarian chsrac~r of the District' s most successful.
charities did not, however, reflect a waning of church influence.
feeling was still the weii- spring of

man,Y

Religious

good work11 and, if religion did

not obtrude itself constantly into every-day life, Jllen an9 women in all
three cities still believed in the importance of worllhi.p.

Negroes excluded

from the benefits of organized secular dlarity were welcome in the cities•
churches on Sundays, though free blacks and slaves as
sat apart from the white oongregations.

8

matter of course

Multiplying churches made Sunday

services in the House of Representatives' hall needless, just as destruction of the Capitol made holding them there impractical.

In Alexandria

Benjanin Latrobe built the finely proportioned St. Paul's f or the Episcopal
parish set off from Christ church and i n Washington on the square fronting
l

the White House, the equally beautiful St. Johna, the "Court church" which
President s Madison and Monroe attended.

In 1815 James Foxall, 11".oved by grati=

tude that the British had not destroyed his foundry above Georgetown, built
the Methodist Foundry Chapel at O and llith streets northwest.

In Georgetown

three new churches went up in the course of the decade, and Washington by

52" Messenger, 20 Nov, 24 Dec 16, 2 May 21; Intelligencer, 27 Mar
11, 29 Sep 18.
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1822 could count twelve congreg~tions, each with its own pl aoe of worship.53

!!!!! Educational Organizations
It was the strong religious feeling among Washington Baptists that
_apparently' aeoounted for the t r ansfer to the Distr1.ct of the Baptist theological school founded in Phil adelphia in 1Bl8.

During 1820 Luther Rice,

agent of the Baptist associe.tion for foreign missions, and the Reverend
Obadiah Brown or Washington•s First Baptist Church 8\lCcessfull,y raised some

17000

and purchased

northwestern edge.
1821.

46½

acres of lsnd on the high ground touching Washington's

There buildings for the Columbian Coll ege rose during

The congressional charter obtained that year expressly stipulated,

however, that the college must admit persons o! all denominations and
recognize no distinctions based upon 11 religious sentiments. 11

Though Washing-

tonians still hoped t hat CongN!ss would sponsor a national university, they
felt satisfaction at the open~ o! Columbian Coll ege in 1822.

Si.nee seven

years earlier Congress hsd granted the Jesuit college in Georgetown a

charter sanctioning its becoming a university, the District now had two
institutions of higher secular and religious learning.

Local

young

men

seeking admission to either still had to prepare in private schools, perhaps
at the

D9W

Columbian preparatory scllool, at the Catholic Seminary- established

in 1818 next to St. Patricks or at MoLeod 1 s more famous Central Academy.
Some students might get s cholarships, but they were certaincy few.

John

53 Alexandria Gazette, 19 Nov 21; Intelligencer, 22 Apr 15, 31 Aug,
30 Nov 16, 11 Sep 20, 10 Apr 21; Jackson, Chronicles 2f. Georgetown, pp; 16061, 191-92, 204-05; Madison Davis, "The Ol d Cannon Foundry 'i'bove Georgetown,
O,C, , and Its Owner, Henry Fo:xall, 11 CHS Rec, XI, 42-43; Elliot, Historical,
Sketches, p. 212.
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Mcteoil, who boasted in 1819 that his school. netted him $3000 yearly, offered

free tuition to mchenics• daughters in return for free r epairs to his
building, but the excellent echoollng he offered to boys cost. too much for
most. parente.

Old or yoUDg unable to afford lllUch fonnal education might

widen their horizons by

pap.ng 25

cents to attend a session of the £arum

for "the diesemination of knowledge, " but throughout the Di.strict of Collllll=
bia, as tlwoughout rnoet of the United States, l earning remained largely the

privilege of t.be well-to-do,.Sti
For men with the necess ary background, the year s following the war
opened new prof'eseional opportunities, as Washington bec!11Tle solidly entrenched
as national cepitslo

Doctore in

all three cities

gained prestige .from

elect.ion to membel'IJhip in the new Medi.cal Society 0f the District of ·
Columbia, profitted from the exchange of ideas at its meetings and, through
joining efforts to raise health standards, benefit.tad their communitiee

ae weu.55 Ultimately of more significance for Washington w~s the foundilg
of the Columbia Institute for "the pranotion of arte and sciences. 11

Its

forty charter members included men of attainments as varied as those of

the Navy Surgeon Dr. Edward Cutbush, John Quincy Adams, Thomas Law, Benjamin

Latrobe, and Josiah Meigs, one-til'ilE! president of the University of Georgia
and after 1812 head of the General Land Office 0

Aruong their far-reaching

54 Jamee c.

Willing, Brief Gbronioles c:€ the Columbian Colle~, PP•
Armals, 16c, lS, 23 Dec 19, p ~ B l , 16C, 2s"; 9Feb 21, PP• 1792-9;

Intelligencer, 31 Aug 16, 2~ Jun 17, 8 Apr,. 9 Jun 19, l Jun 20; Jackson,
Chronicles of Georgetcwn1 pp. 219-19; Elliot, Historical Sketches, pp. 23.3-

,36, 2li5-50. -

55

Intelligenoor. 25 Sep 17; Tooor, .Anni~-ersary Address, pp. 7-10.
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interests was the encouragement of botanical studies, to which Congrel,11

gave its blessillg by setting sa1de land southwest. of the Capitol for a
botanical garden.

Fran t.he impetus supplied by the Institute sprang a

Washington lbtani.cal Society in 1817, a catalogue of 296 speoiee of nowering
plants in the District 111d, in the twenties, the American Botanic~ Register,
the first botanical journal in the United States.

With the intent of

"founding a national musemn mid library" covering all fields of knowledge,

the Col,umbia Institute began pollecting the books, works of art and specimen!! of minerals which twenty.i.five years later ,iould form the backbone of
the National Museum under the aegis of the Srnithsom.sn Institution.

Two

generations before .American universities laid stress upon scientific investigation, the papers read before the Columbia Institute 1o.-ere calling attention to little understood natural phenomena. Men in govennnent posts, it is
true, contributed much of the aped.al knowledge that g~e the Institute
distinction but, because moat of them were permanent resident& of Washington,
their learning and enthusia!llll left sn indelib1e imprint upon the city~56
Diversion and the Devoirs of Official Society
Despite the relatively unhurried pace of life, leiS\U'e was rare in
most households, for unless a fanily could afford alaves or, remote poseibility, could hire white servants to do the every-dizy- chores- -keeping wood

56 Columbia Institute, D.C, Miscellany, Box l; 0,

Brown Goode,
Genesis or the u.s. National Museum, pp. 276-79; Intelligencer, 15 Aug 16,
1 Jan, 1-Juii20, 30 Nov 27; Annals, lSC, lS, 20 Apr 181 pp. 2594-95, 15C
2S1 16 Feb 19, PP• 2480-82, 6c, lS, 8 May 201 P• 2585, 18C, 1S, 24 May 2t,
p • .3244; William Elliot, Washington Guide, ltl22; Frederick V. CoVille,
"Ear:i.y Botanical. Activity in the District, 11 CHS, ~ . V, 176.

boxes or coal scuttle s f i lled, oil lanps tr.i.Jraned and cleaned, baking bread,
meld.ng and mendl.ng clothes, scrubbing flocrs and a host of other t l.lll9-

consuming taeks--the dail,y routine ate

Up

most hours of the weeko The

1"0rk:l.ng ds_y far l ~lx>rera and craftsmen still ran from 6 to 6 or from ~light

to dark, snd holidays were twoa New Ye ar ' s and the hth of July. Shops
opened early and shut late, and though govermnent office$ closed at J in
tbs aft ernoon, more than one c1erk eked ou"t his s alary by serving private
clients in what was l eft of 4\\13 day, just as hundreds of federal empl oy ees
in mid-2oth oentury drive taxicabs or carry other after-hours jobs.57

Small

wonder that only t he upper ranks of society att ended l ecture s and :regular];v
enjoyed other an~nitiee of the capital.

Yet the humblest oit.i.zen could find

interest 1n wat ching, if fran afsr, visiting European dignitaries or
Anerican Indian chiefs, and at the annual horse racee " spectators of' all
degxees, White, black, and brown" shared 1n "a little drinking, a lit tle
roaring and a lit t l e row-de-dowing."

Since aanission to tre theatre or to

exhibit s of sights as beguiling as a live lion, a "perpetual motion machine"
or gas illumination, cost at most

75

cents, "all degrees" of people also

occasionally availed themselvea of such pleasures.
was an experience no one wanted to miss.

Edwin Booth as Richard III

Aeyone could walk through the halls

adjacent to the War Departa/nt of'fices to see Charles Bird K~'s col orful.
portraits of Indian chiefa, and anyone unable to pay the fees far membership
in the Washington, Georgetown or Alexandria Library Company could browse in
the cities' bookstores.

57 • • ~

. II,

And the duck hunting and the f ishing on the Potomac

20 Mar 18, pp. 497-51.0, end J Dec 22, pp. 978-85.
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for shad, herring, and sturgeon was at once sport and a means of varying
8
the fare of the poor as well as the rich man's table.5

Familiarity with firearms, part of the heritage of the militia
system and of frontier days, was COlllTIOn 't.n the District, but widesp-read

acceptance of the Southern "gentleman's- code of honor" gave special value
to good marksmanship.

Northerners, if shocke d, were unable or unwilling

to force a local anti- duelling law through Congress.

During the "era of

good feeling," at least four duels 00CU1Ted, f ought, to be sure, over the
District line in Bladensburg, Maryland, but none the leas fatal to three
men.

And Washington residents expected to see other personal and political

quarrels end in further bloodshed.

The city buzzed with excitement when

Commodore Jamee Barron, forced by the "gentleman's code" to defend his
good nsme from slander, challenged Commodore Steven Decatur.

The handsome

arrogant Decatur, hero of the war with the Barbary pirates, was a ranantic
figure.

A brilliant naval officer, a wealthy man thanks to his prize

money, husband of a beautiful wife, he entertai.ned magni fi cently in the
chastely elegant house designed for him by Benjamin Latrobe and built on
the -square north of the White House.

There in March 1820 the Decaturs

gave a splendid ball in honor of President Monroe' s newly married daughter.
A few days later Washington learned with horror that the dashing officer

l ay de ad of wounds received on the "field of honor."

Public opinion gradually

veered to defend Barron as a man more sinned sgainat than sinning, but

58 Intelligencer, 17 Dec 12, 4, 6 Mar, 6 Nov 13, 25 Feb, 13 Jun 14,
11 Feb, 21 Dec is; 26 Oct, 14 Dec 16, 9 Jul, 19 Nov 17, 30 Jan, 5 Mar 18,
16 Mar, 26 Hay 19, 31 Jul 22; Me ssenger, 16 Jan 17; Washington Gazette,
21 Nov 22 ; Elliot, Historical Sketches, pp. 165- 66,

419-47.
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duelling continued long after Congress in 1839 outlawed it in the D.i.strict.59
Gossip, occasionally the fomenter of duels, always enlivened the
capital.

Speculation and tales about people' s pereonal lives had wide

social currency; .Americans as part oi' their creed of equality believed
the private affair s of public men to be rightfully public property, and
Washington was still more nearly country town than metropolis.

Composed

of sOllle six separate villages scattered f'ran Rock Creek to the Navy Yard,
as Visitors of the early 1820 1 s noted disapprovingly, the city contained
fewer than 2,000 white femilies, of whan not lll01'e than
recognized part of "Society."

350 at most were a

These, together With the ten members of the

dipl omatic corps and the two or three score senators and representatives
who, while living at local boarding houses and eating at congreseional

"messes," participated regularly in the round of a winter's parties,
formed such a small groap that no one was safe from conrnent.

Ladies,

virtually by definition women who coulr! afford servsnts, de"VOted several
afternoons a week during the "season" to driving about le_aving cards for
each other.

.Although ouetom sanctioned merely leaving the cards with the

servant at the door, the news to be gathered at the tea table of any
fashionable hostess made calling in person a divert~ pastil'lle all but
essent ial to social success.

The evening "drawing rooms" also spread word

59 John Quincy Adame, Memoirs, IV, 246, V, 15, 31, 36; Annals,
lSC, 2S, 8 Feb 19, p. 212-3, i6c, 18, 23, 24 Mar 20, pp. 1670, 1675; William
Winston Seaton, p. 148; ~ Stata,~,318, 20 Feb 39; ~ . 4 May 96;
Washington Poet and Times Herald, 23 Mar 1957 (hereafter cited as Post.);
~ Waebingtoniaii;"l7 Dec 36 (RBD, LC).
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of the latest style in coiffure or dress, or who was slated for what
appointment, and of the most recent indiscretion, such as the Prussian
Governor.
6o
minister's marrying the governess ol'
Henry Middleton's daughters.
Etiquette underwent acme changes when President Monroe took office,
for, determined to restore tm formality that had obtained under President

Washington, he refused to receiv~ foreign ministers save by appoinbr.ent
or at official dinners and levees.

The new formality did not extend to

barring aeyone from the Wednesday evening "D.raw:i.ng RoO!lls" at the White
House.

Twice a month from December to March visitors filled the public

rooms to speak to the President and his wife and enjoy coffee, wine and
cakes.

But as Mrs. Monroe wes an invalid and disliked playing hostess to

people who came out of curiosity, the receptions lost some of the friendly
spirit 111th which Mrs. Madison bed imbued them.

Furthermore, Mrs. Monroe's

refusal to pay calls offended a good rnm:\Y people and when the President's
daughter , Mrs. George Hayes, let it be known that she would make no first
calls, resentment increa.sed.

The Senate then announced that its members

would not make first calls on aeyone but the President, a decision that
achieved its purpose of enhancing senators • dignity, and still holds to
toda;y.

Official gatherings thus acquired a new stiffness not always

redeemed by good manners.

A visiting Englishmar

described the President's

"D.rawing Room": "Conversation, tea, ice, music, chewing tobacco and

6o Fourth !!.:..§.. Census, 1820; Judah Delano, Washington City Direc~ . 1822; Willian Winston Seaton, p. 145; ltrs, Thomas and .Amanda
Dougherty to Mary Dougherty Tilford, 1819-1822, Jl.manda Dougherty Worthington Papers, (SHC) ; Anne Royall, Sketches of History, Ictf'e, ~ Manners
!fl !:!:!! United. States, p. 1.30.
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excessive spitting afford employment for the evening.

The dress of t he

ladies is very elegant, though that of the gentl emen is too frequently
ungentlemanly."

To heighten the ladies• elegance, a Parisian hairdresser

fresh from Philadelphia offered his "sublime art" in prepariq: "Frizettes,
Kill Beans, Heart Breakers • •• and a variet y of other power ful instruments
of love.n 61
Whatever its lapses from decorum, the "season" was gay.

A young

German guest at the Prussian ministry was astonished that the carriage
which took her esoort and her to the levee at the White House had to stand
in line for an hour before it could draw up at the entrance.

She also

noted in her diary that her connection with the diplomatic corps ga'fe her

a position in Washington denied the wealthy Philadelphia merchant and his
daughters who had snubbed her in the City of Brotherly J.ove.
ente~ at every door.

Politics

At a private reception, "fir, Adams received

formally in one saloon, f!ienera:f/ Jackson in another. "

Jllthough foreigners

spoke with distaste of the behavior in the HoUBe of Representati ves where
Congressmen "lounged • • •whittling and spitting incessantly," the halls of
Congress overflowed with visi.tors whenever major debates occurred.

Henry

Clay's speech on the Seminole War in January 1819 drew such a large crowd

to the Brick Capitol that in order to send refreshments to the ladies in
the gallery men tied oranges wrapped in handkerchiefs to poles and passed

2f.

61 Adams, Memoirs. IV, 22-23, 45-46, L86-94, .5<>9; Fearon, Sketches
America, pp. 291-92; Intelligencer, 5 Feb 11.
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the fi'uit up from the noor of t he Houae. 62
Congresanen, however, mingled in Washington society far lees universally tbsn 1n earlier years, partly because more representatives lacked the
eocial graces to make themselves welcome in Washixigton households, partly

because men intent sol ely upon politics often found oonetant party-going
more expensive and exhaueting than r ewarding.

lhzens of representatives

spent such time as they did not devote to official bueiness in sitting
about their boarding houses waiting impatiently for the end of the session
and the return home.

Few of them lived in Georgetow now that accorrmod.a-

tions in Washington were easier to find, but the boarding houses of the
cepital, though permitting every man a room to himsel f , were dreary eoougb
at beet.

The taverns were little better.

The "Indian Queen," Waehington•s

most noted hostelry, was miserably untidy but charged

first London hotel."

as much ae "the very

The dieoom.forts lonely oongressnen met with in

Washington probably contributed to their lack of interest in the COllllll11nity- "~ 'lis City, " William Lowndes wrote his wife, "which so maey- are w:iJJing t,o
come

to & all so anxl.oue to leave. 11 "Maey, 11 observed the Intelligencer.

rtcome here with high-wrought hopes of office, emoluments and honors, and
when disappointment cornea, it is identified with the pl ace."

They saw

the

swamps along the Mall and the city's unkempt vacant lots tm.t found compen-

sating plea8Ul'8 neither in the people about them nor in the touches of beauty
in their physical surroundings.

The spacious layout of the city was an

62 Fearon, Sketches 2f. .America, pp. 291-92; Intelligencer, 9 Dec 15,
16 Nov, 4 Dec 16, 28 Dao 20; Washington Gazet.te. 17 Dec 17; Diary of
Louisa Kalisky, 1822-23, Lee Palfrey Papers {He Div, L.c.); tf. B. Smith,
First Forty Years, pp. 130-55.
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annoyance; the :!Jnpoaing,rebuilt goveX'IJ'llent edificee

and the handsome new

houses end churches, were a matter of course} and the dignified bµt, still
unfinished City Rall designed by the talented George Hadfield and located
in a COlll!landing position looking oown from Judiciary Square over the Hall

toward the embryo Botanical Garden represented merely a municipal extravagance. 63
The Character of t.he Population

In the decade since the outbreak of the war, the District's population had increased from some 24,0'"lO to nearly
in Washington.

34,ooo souls, 14,700 oft.hem

The list of government ElllPloyees oow totalled about 300,

but as appointees from Maryland and Virginia alone composed nearly half,
Southern attitudee still predominated in govermient oirclee.6h Although
s001e of, the newcanere to the District undoubtedly were European-born, all
were Flngliah-speaking.

If eome of the Germana from Bremen and the Prussian

countryside who had been settling in Baltimore and the western counties of
Maryland since the l790'e

a distinct separate group.

moved south to the District, they did not form
Similarly, while yearly celebrations of St.

Patrick's Day prove the presence of Irish fanilies, they did not constitute a .foreign "colony."

Foreigners not naturalized nwnbered fewer than

63 Intelli:iicer, 13 Jul 22; Fearon, Sketches of ftmerica, p. 292;
Diary of louisa K~ eky; Washington Directory, 1822; ltr, Willian Lowndes
to his wile, 8 Jan 15, Lowndes Papers (SHC).

Ars•

64 Fourt.h ~sue of the U.S., 1820; Washington
25th Council,
1827-28, p. ix; Register2f"1l1£Icers !!!_d Agents of~...:-•• 1822.
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,300 in Washington and made up lees than 2 percent of the District I s popu-

lation.

New householders, whatever their origins, in no way destroyed

the cities' homogeneous character, except insofar as free Negroes ranked as
an alien element.

The Georgetown and Alexandria of 1822, though having

more residents, more dwellings and more shops than in 1800, had changed
very little in essentials.

Georgetown, now slightly larger than Alexandria,

had acquired a handful of English families but they had not altered the tone
or temper of the community; the Scottish tinge of 18th-century Alexandria
had faded rather than eharpened with the years.
diversity Elldsted in Washington.

Only slightly greater

A half' dozen Italian sculptors, come to

<b the ornamental stonework on t.he Capitol, canposed a tiey artist coloey

and doubtless found companionship among their compatriots already established here as mmnbers of the Marine Corpe band; four or five Frenchmen
had chosen Washington ae a pl::ice where their sophisticated ekills ae chefs,
coiffeurs or dancing masters would ensure them a clientele; but the city
Diregm of 1822 listed pl'imarily English names.
Women now outnumbered men in all three cities, though t.he differential was small among whites and chiefly noticeable among household slaves.

When Congress was in session the proportion of white males rose tempor arily, inasnuch as congresS111en usually lef't their wives at home, a:id
visitors seeking government favors were aJmoet invariably men.

Women were

not yet accepted in gove:rnment offices, and white servants were still a
rarity in soothern COllll1lunities.

Governesses, boarding-house keepers,

dressmakers or "msn'1ua makers" and milliners made up part of the surplus
female population, and the complaints about "odious vice" imply that
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prosti.tutes constituted another segment.

The rest presumably 1rare the

spi.nster and widowed sisters and aunts who seemed to be appendages to
al.most

eMi1l'y

At

,

established household. /1. !he excess of women over men e,cieted ..:i..:

in New York, Boston, Philadelphia and Baltimore, it suggests that the
District cities had achieved a mature, if not a stati.c. urban society. 65

•

While the depressi.on at the end of the polst-war decade mey have
lessened the gap between ri.ch and poor, pronounced differences in people's
economic status nevertheless persisted.

In 1817 Mayor Blake spoke w-lth

obvious gratification of Was~n•s "acqui.sition of many wealtJ\y
citizeMj and three years later John Law declared she "is now and daily
will become a more desirable residence for those who can retire on their
fortunes and enjoy the pleasures of a society which is not surpassed in
elegance or taste by any city on the oontinent. 11
not depend solely upon material wealth.

Yet social etandi~ did

Federal officials general.1¥ had

entree everywhere and •,while the ciVil list bad e.xpanded very little since
1812, the military was considerably larger.

Secretary of War Annstro?JgJ

for all his blundering in safeguarding the capital f'rom British invasion,

had effected a usei'ul reorganization of the .Army md, in establishing its
headquarters in Washington, added to the number of high-ranking officers
assigned here permanently.
the Navy Department.

The city had always been the headquarters of

Salaries of civilians below Cabinet rank ranged from

$6oo to $2000 a year, but, as far as his purse permitted.the well-bred

•

clerk COllld also share fully in the social life of the capital.

6

S Fourth Census !!_&. , 1820; Washington D:irectocy, 1822.

And
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gove:n:rnont clerks considered themselves VffI'Y much part of the COlllllunity.
Turnover in federal offices was small; most of the nsnes on the roster3
in 1810 were still there in 1822. 66 Fran that oontimrlty Washif€ton
derived a certain stability, and as permanent officialdom rarely included
wealthy

1118n,

it helped to prevent the emergence of a dominant plutocracy.

The most basic change the decade brought to Washington was an

intangible.

The 60 percent increase in population, the "wealthy new

citizens," and the physical improvements visible in many parts of the city
were lees significant then the new sense of permanence and security that
filled the comunity.

But what spelled stability for Washington meant to

her neighbors an end to proeress, a static condition contrived by govern,.
mental mortmain.

The next quarter century would intensify resentments 1n

.Alexandria and Georgetown and end in the retrocession to Virginia of the
trans-Potomac part of the District.

In 1822 Washington also felt diesatis-

faction over relations with the federal gowX'Illllent, but.unlike the older
cities, she thought time would iron out difficulties.

easing.

Hard times were

Because she was and undoubtedly would remain the capital,

wtv

should she not become the great business metropolis as well as the political
center of the nation?

Citizens subscribed~ to the sentinents expressed

in a Rhode Island newspaper:

Washington should be made a magnificent city

that would "stand as a monument of wealth and power, as a ralzying point
for popular partialities, which will exault the pride of patriotism. " 67

65 Ltr, Robert Smith to John Eppes, 21 Dec 10, State Department

Domestic Letters .Sent, XV, 467-71 (R.G. . , NA); Reseter ~ 0£!.icerJ!. 2f.._~
~~~•!. ~~2,l, Leo~~r~ ..ilh;~~ ~~-_:A,t;~~~ ~_s, !',!'• _:l , 238-3?; ,___ ~-.c
=, . ,. ; :. .,..,· Ceremom.es and Oration
~~Laying of the Cornerstone of the -Gity Hall,'122 Aug 22, p.14 )_1isp9¾l_aneousi~~~1!.{ 277:4, RBD, L.c:).

..-,:-----..-:-- . -- • --:----..-('>'=~-.
67

Intelligencer, 1 Sep 20, quoting Rhoda Island American.

QUIESCENT Df.l'ERLUIE, 1823-1846
For nearly a quarter century after 1822, the main outlines of life
in tha District of Columbia followed the pattern established in the poet-

wsr era.

While the capital grew atead5.ly, enooureged by improV8!1lellta in

the relst:.ionahip between city and federal government,, Georgetown and, still
111ore noticaably, Alexandria shrank in importance.

years

Bet~en 1823 and 1646.

durillg lihich dozene of P.merican cities achi~ed spectacular growth

and faced novel problems of social asa:iJnilationp the Dletrict of Columbia
undel'tolSnt few significant changes.

Contrary to expectations, its cities

suffered no drastic political upbeava.1 wen the Jacksoniens came into

office.

Eoonomic readjustments. though painful to accept, -were gradual:

hope born in the 1820 1 s, upon approval of pl2ll.s far the Chesapeake and Ohio
canal, gave way only little by little to the d!.sillusioninent of learnj.ng

that railroads• not canals, held the key to commercial poller. The psnic
of 1837 touched most of the Distriot comparatively lightly. The change
in the climate of opinion about slavery also made itself felt very slowly.

Citizens long accuetame? to thinking the ttpecu1isr institution" sacrosanct
found diffioulty in believing that abolitioniets could undermine so funda.mental a part o~ the region's social etructure.

Nevertheless, by the mid•

forties every resident felt the impact of the anti-slavery agitation.
The end of a decade of war, boom and bust was also the beginning of

a period of quiescence ruffled but not shattered by even-ts in tho rest of
the country.

The yeer 1846 marked a break with the psst in the federal
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area mere}J' because it saw the retrocession of .Alexandria County to
Virginia and because war with Mexico brought WashiJlgton and Georgetown
new business opportunities.

Yet bot.h the loss of Ala:xandria and the e,q,an-

sionista• war, in the eyes of some men, appeared to be the first fruits
of an eggressive Southern campaign to strengthen the slave power.

Insofar

as passions over the issue or slavery in the Dilltriot mounted s t e ~
thereafter, the relatively peaceful interval. preceding constitutes a
separate chapter in the District' s history.
Political and Eoonom:l.c .Ambitions of the 1820 1 s
When in 1822 Congress dropoed the bill to give the District representation, more than a fw people had felt keen disappointment, for theyregarded political power ss an essential -weapon in the fight for commercial
pree.ninence and order}J' coom1l1Dity growth.

Not only did taxation without

representation impose an indignity-, but also, as Richard Bland Lee, tomer
Virginian and one-till\e federal cOl!lllliasioner of Wa~ton, proved f:ran bis
01IIl

experience, the denial or legal status equal to that of a state meant

in practice that no District citizen, however juet his cause, oould

the citizen of a state.

aue

Newcomers would natural}J' avoid pemanent residence

in an area where such discrimination obtained.

Bence in the rnid-twentiee

the struggle .for unabridged rights of citizenship re8Ullledo

But age.in opinion

divided over whether the best way to secure those rights was through
creation of a territory or by retrooession of the area to its parent states.
Again a group of ftlexandrians led the opposition to a

territory.

They

assured Congress that nthe a&dssion into your venerable halls of a Delegate
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from tho llistrict would be only a new badge of a hopeless snd stigmatizing

destitution of political t.iberty."

At a meeting in Georgetown, a majority

of one favored a return to Maryland, llhile in Washington advocates .of a

terr:i.tor,J won only half-hearted support.1

Concurrent petitions for federal a.esumption of the ooats of rumiing
the District and for r evision of the tlro antiquated law codes probably
confused the issue of enlarged vot~ rights.

A detailed House report on

comi·~ione in the Washington jail and the evils of the barbaric ar:l.m:l.nal
oode reBUlted in an appropriation for a new penitent1Q7, but Congress
tabled the petitions for Di.atr:l..ot representation and granted the citiee
only minor ooncessions.

The capital netted appropriations for X'Oads,

Alexandria popular election of the ma~r

and larger truiS.ng authorit7,

GeQrgetown exemption from county taxes and in 1830 the right to elect her
mayor.

In Washitlgton, on the other hand, voting rights contracted:

in

1826 the House refused to o~-erride the city councils when they struck from
the voting list the name every man who paid lei,s than fifty cents in
personal property taxee. 2

Political frustration faded into the background, hOIIEM!r, as plans
for a new canal proltlised economic gains. When the penic had subsided and

1 Pet.it.ions, H l~-F4.2, 26 Jan, 23 Mar, 26 Apr 24; H Doc 49, 18C
lS, 26 Jan 24, Ser 94; H Doc 17, 18C, 2S, 2t Dec. 24, Ser Uh; Annals, 180,
1s, 13 Feb, 21 Apr~~~ pp. lS04-o6, 532; rntelligencer. 17 r1ar, 20 Nov 24,
9 Dec 25, l I1ar, 6 Nov 26 0
V

2 "A ~cation from a ConDnittee of the Common Council of .Alexandria to the Canmittee oi the District of Columbia on the Subjeot o£ a Jail
and Penitentiary, " 10 Feb 25, Misc P:19ets, (RBD, L.C.) J Petitions, H 18AF4.2, 31 Jan 25, H 19.A..Gv.3, 6-;-2°2 Jan 7; ~ Deb, 190, 1s, l Mar 26, PP•
.1475-91, 13 and 20 May 26, pp. xiv, .xx.vii, :cm.-vii, 21c, lS, 31 May 30, pL;
H Rpt 52, 18c, 2s, 1 Feb 25, Ser 122; H Rp·i 83, l9C, 1s, 22 Feb 26, Ser llil..
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business revived in other cities, the ten...mil.e square failed to keep pace

with too rest of the country. Real estate prices in Washington, still
declining in November 1822, were slow to rally.

local banka were increa-

s:i.ngl.v chary of makirig losns to District firms.

Memu'scturillg was v:t.r,,.

tually st a standstill.
ground.

Corr.merciall.v the District wu e t eadil.v losing

Whereas in value of exports the area in 1819 had ranked ninth

anong the twenty states and territories, llithin t~ next few years it
dropped to eleventh and in value of. :unports to_fourteenth place.

By the

earl,.y twenties the Waa~t.on Canal was too ail ted uo to be MV:l.gable at
low tide.

The Potomac Canpsny was m.anifestl.v 111oribund.;3 Local bu3i.ness-

men conclude<l they must make a fresh start if they were to e,cploit the
river and tap the trade of the Ohio valley.

Inspired perhaps by pet itions

to Congress from western Pennsylvania for improV8111Qm; of Potomac river navigation, representatives at the three District cities had discuasod the
matter in the 8Ulmner of 1822 and a ~ar later, after a conference with men
from Leesburg, Virginia, and Baltimore, called a convention to meet in
Washington Oity in November 182.3.li From that manant on, District businessmen

fastened upon the idea of a canal as their road to salvation.

Delegates to the convention came from Maryland, V:irginia, Pennsyl vania,

3 Ltr, Willian Oreminond to Pet.or Hagner, 4 1-lov 22, Hllgner l'apere (SHC) ;
H Rpt 800, 24C, lS, 20 Jun .36, P• 2h, Ser 2951 Columbi an Ouette• 27 Har .32;

Intelligencer, 9 H8,7 26; l tr, Thomas Law to Robert GilmoN, l Oct 20, Wright
Collection (fieorge Washington UniveN!ity).

1i Annals 1701 lS, 6 May 22, pp. 1864-67; Intelligencer, 6 Jsn, 24
Apr 21} .3 Aug~. 20 .Aug 23; Sander lin, National Project; pp. 38-.39, 315;
Petitions, IU7 A-Fli.l , 1i Har 20 and 18 Jsn 22; Waiiliington Gazette, 21, 23,
27 Oct 2,3.
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Ohio and the District., among them men as well known as Albert Gallatin,
Jefferson's Secretary oft.he Treasury, Henry Clay, Francie Scott Xey,
Bushrod Washington, George Washington Parke Custis and Thaddeus Stevens.
Their fame lent importance to the proceedings.

John Quincy Adana and other

cabinet members attended a dinner given for the delegates, newspapers publicized the convention e,peech&s, and the public reed of the doings with
The doings consisted of pas81ng resolutions urging the

intense interest.

l1nldog of the Potomac with the Ohio and the appoint.ment of OOJlll!littees to
enlist. federal and state aid.

The results were gratifying.

The President I s

State of the Union m.essage recommended support for the undert-aldng, the
Virginia Assembly incorporated a new canal oompsny, end Congreee soon after
appropx•iated money for a eurvey of a feasible route and sn eetimate of cost.S
Oppoaition from Baltimore and Philadelphia delsyed endorsement from
their Btatea, but the Maryland legislature approved early 1n 1825, and 1n

March a favorable preliminary report from the Board of .AX'llzy' Engineers led
Congress to confirm the Virginia end Maryland acts. '.l'wo months later the
Potomac Company dissolved, relinquishing all ite property rights to the
new Chesapeake and Ohio Canel Company.
naw wont

the

DeW

Enthusiaeta considered the battle

COfflP8JJY need only raise four or five million dollars, dig

a canal along the Potomac, and instill locks to carry the waterwe;y over the
1900-foot elevation to the MonoDfahela river, and Pittsburgh would then bs

only

.341 rail.es

distent by water from Washix>gton. The Pennsylvania legislature~

;

5 Wasl~n Gazette, 10 Nov 23;

Anna1a;ic,
&ta

SanQ!i~lin National Project, PP•
lS, 17 Dec 23, p. v, 21'lpr 24, pp. 53li-t,/J 111 r.1

tn. :,•1.,,, 11.,

8.38- .39,

-=;r,•.
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caught up in tbe· general excitement, chartered the canal company in 1826,
and Baltm.ore decided to send delegates to the organization meeting to be
held that Dece:nber~6
A 8hock awaited the promoters.

The final report of the /irrrry Board

of Engineers put the ooet of the project at $22,300, 000, about four t:lmes
the figure· expected and far more than the m::ist optimistic canal advocates
knew they could raise.

Pereuaded that tbe

Arrrr:r had miscalculated,

they

induced Preaident AdMl8 to q,point c1Vil engineers to reexaine the ~erse
findings.

Most bU8iness had continued to languish even when the canal

had seemed a certainty.

The Bank of 0:>lUir.bia had closed,and its, dir$otors

gloomily reported, "thirty.two years of bad management, neglect, and confusion " made the chsnces of salvaging an;ytbing d1111.

While trying to get ·

coogresaional approval of a new bridge across the Potomac below tbe Little
Falla, Oeorge·oown had declared:

"Our town, notwithstMding its local and

natural adVantsges for trade, has been gradually declining; our population is d:lJIUnisbed; our home• untenanted; and the people earnestly plAading

that the avenues of

OO!ll11l8rce

may be opened." If that statement exagger ated

the facts, its ptl.rpose was abundantly clear.

Wasl:ti.Dgton I a lll.lzyOr and

councils aind.larly moaned over "the al.l'iost total absence of commerce" in
the capital.

The federal government 111Ust come to the rescueo 7

To the relief of local merchants, in the spring of 1827 the d.vil

6

;

Res

Deb, 18C, 2s, 3 11ar 25, .Appendix, p. 105; Intelligencer, ll
Aug 24, 2 Feb, 20 Ma;y- 25, 10 Feb, 27 Nov 26.

7 Sanderlin, National Project, $5-57; Report !i2. Stockholders 2f
B&llc of Collllftl:xl.a, 20 March

1826,

~

Ydece_ll.aneous P61119.~~~ (RBD, L. C.); S Iho

ao;--19c, 15, l May 26, Sor 128; H Doc 51, 20C, lS, 7- Jan 28, Ser 170.

l,38
ongineers submitted a report estimat~ the cost of' a canal to Cmnb&rland,

Maryland, at the foot of the mountains, at fh,SOO,ooo.
reassured.

~ngreas i'elt

Georgetown and Alexandria citizens requested their city ooun,..

C:1.la each to

subscribe i 2,o,ooo to stock, and Washingtonians recamnended

a corporate subscription of f l,0001 000. Congress thereupon authorized
the munl.cip9lities to borrow the money- for etock and to levy taxes to p•
the interest on the loans unti l d1.vidende ehould cover the coats.

Better

still in the V?-ew of local men, the congressional act ssnctioned purchase
of JD,000 11hares of t100 psr value 11

,er

by the United Ststea

Probably so111e taxps;yers questioned the wisdom

or

Treaeur,r.

incurring web heavy

municipal debts but, il' ao, their voices wre dl'owned in the general

chorus of appx-oval. Representative Wood of Nev York warned that the
Diat:rict, under the "influence of enthusiamn, 11 might be sucawnbing to
"false lures," but apart from specifying that the United States would not
be responsible for ei tber interest or principal ~ngress refused to curb

local inveatment.8
Yet two festuree

citizens pause.

or

developments duriDg l.827 might well have gi'Vell

First was the ·truncatiJlg of the orig:i.nal plan and fl<:!COnd

was the emergence of a CO!llpeting project.

Initially the canal promoters

had counted on 1'!aking a commercially usable waterws;y bet.ween the tidewater
cities on the Potomac and the Ohio Val.ley.

The very name Chesapeake and

Ohio canal advertised their intention of ahsllengiJlg New York City and
;

tbe Erie oanaJ. in the race to preempt the western trede.

A oanal to

8 Intell~encer, 20 JUD, 18 Jul, 3 /rag , 18 Sep, 8, 14 Nov 27;
Reg De~. 2oc,,t,lM8Y 28, P• 2695, 24 Ms;y 28, PP• xxvii- xxviii.

1J9
Cumberland would make the District cities distributing points fw the coal
and farm produce of the uppe:r Potomac valley but w:>uld not reach aver t he
mountains into the fertile Ohio country.

Perhaps Dist riot investors

believed the link with the Monongahela -would be easy to finance once the
canal had reached the base of the mountains; perhaps they loolced to a
serviceable portage.

Whatever their reasoning, District citizens seemed

satisfied with the reclnced scope of the undertaking.

The second factor

in the situation as it unfolded <hrillg 1827 was the dlarteri:og of the
Baltimore and Ohio railroad.
District llisbelie.f in the utility of a railroad was doubtless
natural, 1.f only beceuse the project originated in Balt:unore, and Balt imore,
wuld-be rtvale could argue• was grasping at etrawe in desperate endeavor

to pl'event di.version to the Potomac cities of her trade with the baclccountry0
The Intelligencer dubbed a railroad a costly experiJnent, certainly not a

transport system that ooald canpete with a canal. While Baltimore bankers

and merchants organized the Beltim:>re am Ohio Railroad Company and sold
stock to the Maryland legislature, the city corporation and private
citizens, District bueinessmen watched with detached interest, as if
w:Ltness1ng the edmirable but futile struagle of a co!l\111Uility to halt its

inescapable d1>cl1ne.

So far from seeking a share in an enterprise for

which their neighbors had rsieed

e3,ooo,ooo

in a few months, Wsshington:ians

called for redoubled efforts to finanoe their
;

01m

undertaking.

For more

than forty years Jmertoan inland towns and cities bad pinned their hopes
of oomme:rcial progress upon improved river navigation and canals.

Now
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that the District cities had at last won 8Upport for that plan, why
abandon it in fBVor a£ a new-fangled eubatitute of cbubt.f'ul value?

Aa the

railroad age opened, they threw their energies into a project that would
eat up thair resources and sharply liini.t their ecollOlllie expllllsion. 9

On the 4th 0£ July 1828 ceremonies inaugurating the two
took place sill!ultaneous],y.

net,

ventures

In Baltimore, Charl es Carroll of Carrolton,

the last 1'11X'Viving signer 0£ the Declaration of Independence, turned the

first spade of earth to etart work on the Baltimore and Ohio railroad•
Wile on the Potomac above Georgetown Pre sident John Quincy .Adsns broke
ground for the Chesapeake and Ohio canal.

The supers ti tioue might have

seen an ill omen in the President's dii'fioulties when his shovel struck a
hickory troo root.

Only after he had stripped off his coat and dug fiercely

at the obstruction did he succeed in turning the earth.
Adam8 profitted

trom the setback: for the first

But John Quincy

time in a long distinguished

career he won del;,ghted cheers from the spectators who read into the episode
symbolio proof 0£ the triumphant progress of the canal. 0 lO
Unhappil;y altercation among the District cities ~diately posed a
threat to progress.

Washington s nd Alexandria were determined to have the

canal extend far enough downatrean to enable the barges to unload in deep
water at their liharves.

0110rgetolln1 anxious to pre- empt the canal traffic,

argued that the eastern terminu.a should be at the head of tidewater at the
Litt.le FallsJ

to carry the canal down to a terminal basin on the EBst.ern

Edward Hunger.ford, ~ Story of the Baltimore md
1827-1927. I, 120-40; Intelligencer, 8"1ro~7. 30 Jan 30.
9

~ Railroad,

lO Smnal, F. Bemis, John Quincy AdSIIIB and the Union, P• 102;

I ntelligencer, 7 Jul 28.

-

-

-

Branch tJOuld be utmost extravagance. But Wa:,hillgton City, holding four
times as much stock as Oeorgetmm, enlleted the eupport of Richard Rush,
Secretary of the 'l'rell81U'Y, who represented the million -dollar
interest of the United States gc,,,enw.ent.
largely in the fa\!Or of the capital.:

l IIQ

The upshot was a oompromi<311

the wateniay was to come through

Georgetown into Rock <lreek below the present It street ~d continue thence

on the Washington aide to the mouth of the Tiber. From t.hat point bargee
could paas to the Eastern Branch v1a the Washington canal.

Waahill8ton had

al.ready taken steps to force the impecnmious Washington Canal Company to
deapen and w:lden its chsnnel, end when President, Adana as one of his 188'1;

acts in office approved construction of a canal boat basin st "the foot
of the President's Square," citizens elatedly enV1Baged coal barges loaded
in Cumberland discharging their cargoes direct on to ocelll),,going vessels

dooked on the Es.stern Branch.

Ale,candria I e problem vaa more difficult.

If

heavily-laden horse-drawn bal'ges uer" to rdaoh her river front, she would .
have to build first an aqueduct to take them over the Potomac and then a

seven-mile lateral oanal into the a1ty.

Not until 18.30 did she w1n con-

gressional approval. of that costly plan and not until 1832 a congressional

appropriation to.help foot the bille.11
Meanwhile two more serious difficulties had arisen to interfere

;

11 Sanderlin, National Pro ect, pp. 65.66; H toe 102, l8C, 28,
24 Feb 25, Ser ll8; Intelligencer~ 9
26; Memorial., Mayor Joseph Gales
to President J. Q. Adana, 2 Mar 2 , and map shoWing the proposed locat'-on
of the basin, D.C. Miao., (Ms Div, LC); ~ Deb, 190 1 1S, 17 Mq 26, p.
751., 20 May 26, p. :avi, 21c, is, 26 May .30, pp. xxiv-xxvi.i, 22c, l.S, 8 Jun
32, ·PP• 1052-5.3, 25 Jun 32, pp. :xix.

with work on_the Chesapeake and Ohio canal.
ran into trouble in borrow.ing the

~l,500,000

Becauae the District oities
they had subec:r:l.bed, and because

some of 'the 5',100 individual shaTe.holders li8re rerniaa in their p,zyments,
the CO!llpat\Y lacked ready capital for land purchosea and plscing ·contraots
on favor.able terms. More alanning, litigation with the Baltimore end
Ohio Railroad CampllllY over cl~s to the right of way in narrow stretahea
of the Potomac valle,r below md .above Harpers Ferry end1Dgered the entire
enterprise.

Late in 1829 Riobard Rush negotiated a loan for the munioi~

palitifls £ran Dutch bsnktlrs, but the fi~t with the railroad dragged on
into 1832.

The B & o•s dell3Ying tactics cost the canal compat\Y preciOllll

time and momy.
clung

·to faith

Nevert.helesa, in' early 1829 the District of Columbia

that the "great national project" wollld restore prosperity

to the area, if.the Jackeonians in the new Congress did not cut oft
12
federal aid.
The Jacksonian Revolution, Expected and Actual

The~ ~out the

future

under Jackson:i.mi rule loomed large in

Washington during the Winter of 1828-29. _Times hed been hard throughout

the District. Local bankers, left largely to their own devices sinoo
1822, had succeeded in makiJJg money by practioes a later generation would

,

condemn, but merchants, craftsnen, clerks and day laborers had suffered.

The flieht of capital .from the region and the benks 1 umnJl:lngness to lend
money for local enterprises had ti:O:jd deadenillg effects; the municipal due

12 Sanderlin, National Project, pp, 82-88; Intellijlencer, 25 Jan
.30; Convention between Richard Rush and Daniel Oromelin & Sons, 18.30,
D, C. Miao (Ms D1 L, C,) •.
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bills were a drag upon the economy; and unemployment had spread.

The mayor

of Washington had authority to uee prison labor on st reet repair, and even
at the Navy Yard wages in most categories had dropped as 11111ch as 20 peroe~
since the p8Ilic of 1819 0

The acute poverty and wsnt in the city shocked

Amos Kendall on his arriTiil and he noted approviJlgl,y that Congresf! had
voted to donate fi£ty oords of fire,.wood to need;y familieso

Though govern.

ment appropriations for District improvemen-~ between 1823 and 1829 had totalled
nearly twice the anount allotted in the preceding tventy~three years, and
though Congress in 1627 had given $20, 000 to relieve the victims of a
devastati.Dg fire i n Alexandria, the prospects of any future federal wring
in the recurrent and mowting municipal expenses looked tar from bright.1 3
General Jackson snd his party were avowed opponents of "internal
improvements. 11 What 110uld happen to tbe Chesapeake and Ohio canal?

"Old

Hickory", chaq:,ion of "the common man, 11 was the 800JII.Y of privilege nod the
money power .

What would happen not only to the Bank of the United States

but to Di.strict banks chartered b;y C.Ongress? · The "Hero of Nev Orleans"

was a Tenneaaeean. Would he :Impose rough western customs upon the
capital• s eophistioated society?

l·loreover, he was eminently a party man.

As his party, procleiming "to the victo:z:- belong the spoile, tr tslked of

,

13 S Doc 54, 19C, 2S, 12 Feb 27, p. 8, Ser U.6; S Doc 353, 24C,

;

1s, 5 Ma_y 36, Se:z:- 283J ltr, Amos Kendall to his wife, 25 Feb 29, Autobiograp& ~ ~ Kendall, p. 285;
,iiJ
~ Intelligencer, 19 Oot, 25, 27 Jan 30; Washington ~ 8 ) 27 Sep 22,
PP• 16..17; ~ Globe, 26C, 1s, 3 Jul fil, llppendix, p. 6 •

"rotation in office," must not every gavemment employee in W a s ~
sh8'!.9 in his boots?

.Al though Jackson adherents included men of wealth

snd social posit.ion in the D:l.striot., the fact that white working men were

smong his 11:ost vociferous IIUOportera augured a social as well as a political
upheaval.

Everyone ant icipated a full,.blown; bloodless revolution.

Accor-

ding to t heir individual interests, men in the District cities awaited it
with eagerne ss or with dread.

Since Jackson-was a slave..ovner, probably

only Negroes fo:res81f no change in their status.lli
As inauguration day approa~hed, oonservative l ong. time residents of

Washi:ngton must have looked back to the past with nostalgia.

The Virginia

dynasty had created a tradition, and its inheritor, John Quincy Adams, had

sustained it. · 'l'he i\iror in the upper r anks of society stirred up in
President. Moll1'oe's dey over f:lrst calla now seemed unimportant.

President.

.Adams' laok of popularity had never det.Tacted .from the dignity o£ social

life :in· the capit al. Wal!lhington had known troubles .but there had also
been stirring occaeioM, above all;Oeneral Lafayette's visit in th& aut umn

of 1824 end the eummer of 1825.

Upon his arrival the e l derl;r hero ate a

breakfast that impressed WilliEIIII Seaton tm.o met hiJn at the District 1:1.net
"fine Bay perch, six of which be oonwmed, bread ~ discretion, all washed
dow wit!). generoua Bordeaux; the culmination of his enthusiasm, hot.ever,

being reserved for the unsurpassed 0811Vaa-back duck and hominy. 11 School
children had para<kld for the gallant old Marquis; and decades lates'

.

elderly ladies still cherished as their dearest ohildhood memory

haviD8

•

lli !!:§.. Teleeyap'l, .3 Jan 29; National Journ3l., 12 Jan 29; M. B.
First Fort:; Years, p. 273; William Wintston Seatop, p. 210.

touched his hand.

'i'he city had tated her distinguished guest with a

magn:I f'lcem. reception, dirmere and balls

' .,-, ,_,..

at. 11

I

ent1re,1mbl1c school budget.

cost of lllOre

lllOtley'

than the

The celebration of a half-century of Amarican

independence on the 4th of July 1826 had marked another memorable d~,
observed by a huge parade and "an impressive md argumentive oration" at
the Caoitol.

15

But in March 1829 those splendid momem.s seemed

~te.

A local Jackson col!llllittee fomed during the capaign had planned an

elaborate inaugural celebration.

In the past the

snd city officials had made the arrangements.

mlll'shal of the District

Now,

as though to show that

henceforward the party lkluld take charge of eveeytbing in Washington,
John P. Van Ness, Du.ff' Green, Thomas Corcoran of Georgetown and other
members of the local Democratic c»mmittee ignored Mt,tYOr Joseph Gales and
the Republican c:!. ty councils.

Forerunner of the national. party c~ttee

.that would soon substitute the party convention for the congressional

cauoua t.o IIOl!linste candidates for President, the cem.ral co11111ittee issued
its instructions for the parade and the inaugural ball.

But the cOl!Vll1ttee

had also omitted ooneultation with the President-elect.

Oenersl Jackson

had recently lost his wife and refused to permit a great par8de with the

corps of Jaclcson Ri.flemen escorting him to the Capitol.

Idke Thomas

Jefferson tliellty~eigbt years before, he chose to valk from his lodg:i.ngs

)$ E. Cooley, Description 2f the Etiquette £!: Washingt~ ~
p. 43J Adsms, MS!IOire, VII, 39, hO; William Winston Seaton, pp.~170;
Rothwell' s !1;1geat, p. 300J Intelligencer, 2 Oct 24, 12 Aug, 9 Sep 2!),
6 Jul 26J Una Pope..Hennessy, ed., Aristocratic JoUl'JleZ, Lettsrs 2f Margaret
HaJJ, p. 168; ltr, John w. Te,ylor to his wife, 21 Dec 28, John w. Taylor
Papers (Mioneeota Historical Society).

and, again liko Jefferson, he went unaccompanied by the retiring President.
Jobb Quincy Adana hod left the. 'Whi:oo House the preceding night to take up
residence on Meridian Hill just north of the city boundary.

On the

sun.-v

March monrl.ng lihen white-.haired .Andrew Jackson, bare.headed and clad in
long pantaloons, _close-fitting coat and rufned shirt, walked acroae the
untidy stretch of Mall at the foqt of the Hill, past the new iron fence

about the . Capitol grounds to the western entrance, he symbolized to the
onlookers the caning of a bright
~

"Revolutiontt

~

mw era.16

Society

The eocial revolution appeared to have begun immediately after

the

mieari~ in ceremony ltlich, for the .first t:iJne, took place outdoors on

the east portico of the Ceoitol. From there people raced to the Whi.te
House to ensure thanselveo a pl.ace at the reception and a chance at the

farmers who admired Old Hickory or hoped to land appointments to office

rubbed elbows with city, bsnkers and blue-ooated oolonals and ~ r e s .
The press of people bec!Wa eo great that the President was jll!lllled again.et

the wall aid, finally making his escape through broken tumiture and

smashed china out the South door, returmd to the National Hotel. A story,
doubtless apocryphal, tells of a small child lost in the crowd, whose

16

~ Telegraph,

3 Jan, 10, 24 Feb, 2, 3, 4 Mar 29J M. B. &Ii.th,
Firat Fort:£ Years, p. 290J Adsms,Mernoir11, VIII, lOlJ Ralph M. Goldman,
"Party Faction, 1789~1900: l Theory of Executive Responaibility and
Congressional Reaolution,"(Ms Dissertation, University or Chicago, 1951
·m1cro£ilm, LC)•
,

,..-...,.,,,... -#-
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anxious parent:s at last found her.j,p one of the President•e private roo111$;
~

delightedly jumping
mother,

11

Up

, ..

end down on an old sofa) ,, she cried out to her

Just think, Mana~ thie sofa is a millionth part

mine."

Later

receptions at the White Houss were lees boisterous, but the popular

Jacksonian at1S1.1nption that all govenrnent property belonged to all the
.Ameriosn peopl~, particul&rly to all friends of the party, endured and,
in enduring, subtly chmiged the a1;nosphere of Washington.

Official society-, furtbannore, soon taced open connict with the

Prea;.dent over his insistence upon having Mrs. John Eaton accorded fif11!f
courtesy.
I

"Peggy" O'Neale Eaton, wife of the new Secretary of' War and

daughter of a Washington tavern keeper,

WSB

a beautii'ul, Vivacious woman

whose earlier life appeared to justify the charge that she was "no better
thon ehe ought to be. 11 The pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church
indulged 1n frank criticil!llll of her, only to find himself eummonad to the
White House to be rebuked by the President for maligning an innocent .

woman and

·oo

lose Andrew Jackson as a member of the congregation. Mrs.

Calhoun, wife of the Vioe President, and a dozen other gently-bred ladies

flatly refused to receive the notorious Pegg.

The result was a deep rift,

1n Washington society heeled only by time and by Eaton•a e~entual resigna~

tion f'rom the Csbinet.11 .
~

"Revolution"

!!! Patronage

The anticipated wholesale proscription of office holders in Washington,

1 7 M. B. Smith, First Fortz Years, pp. 296,
; Intelligencer, 3,
6 1-faT 29; Jamee Stuart, Three Years !.e_ North Amerlcf• II, 75JB1ogx-apt\Y o!_

Margaret O•Neale Eaton.

lh8
on the otber hand, did not occur.

By 1831, of the .301 men who had hel d

government clerkships under John Quincy .AdGlllS, 20.5 were still on the rolls,
an<l of those who wre dismissed certainly several had reached an age t.o

warrant retirement. True, the contrast. to President Adams• procedures
was striking, for he had refused to replace az:vone for his political opinions.
True also, the blow was eevere for competent men who found themselves after
years of faithful eervice· turned•out to make we::, for party henchmen.

The

entire d. ·ty felt the shock llhen long-established members of the community
h:,.d to seek a livelihood ·el8e'Nhere.

William Winston Seaton, owner with

Joseph Oalee, Jr., of the National Intelligencer and an outspoken antiJacksonian, later wrote:
of 1829. 11

".An intense gloan hung over the cijr,y in the spriDg

Yet disnissals were far fewer tl,an either p.grty friends or foes

had prophesied, ·and an employee who survived thP. first year's 11house-

cle~11 could count ffith
r.iajor political upset.

certainty on holding his job till the next
.
.
In the thirties that moment vaa not iJnmi.nent.
BOllle

Furthenr.ore, however genuinel,y they mourned the departure of old frlends1
permanent reeidente of the city oould scarcely fail to derive sO!ile eati.,_
fact:t.on .t'rom the increased size of the fedaral pe;yroll effected by the
addition of fifteen clerkships to the Post Office Department and the
prospect of more to cane. 18
Inevitably the District as a whole wu more concerned with the

~8 Fisures reached by a aheck of every name on the Register !?f.
Officers 2!:, ~ !!..:§_., ' 1827 and J.8,31; ~ . , 183h; M. B. Smith, First
Forty Year!, P.P• 296-98• Leonidas Polk to Col. D. Polk, 18 Jun 29,
Leonidas Polk Papers (...~. SHC); Willian Winston Seaton, p. 210.
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economic policies of the new administration than with its treaUi\ent of
federal Gmployees.

Citizens waited anxious4' to see whether the local

banks would benefit or suffer, what the "enemies of privilege" wuld do

for the protection of the work1Dg clll38es and vb.ether the Jacksoni8Jl8
would hrimper or hel p the "great canal. "

.TI!! 1'Revolution11~ J3.anki1)g
The Pri!aident•e known hostility to the Bank of the United States
stood as a threat to the Branch located since 1824 on the site of the
_p resent.-ds;v Riggs National Bank opposite the 'l'reasur,r. · But local bank1Dg
houses concluded they had n o ~ to fesr as time wore on and
oongrese:ional reports sounded critical of local practices.

0114' two

District banking

capital shrank to e sixth of New York's, less than a third of Boston's end
one- h&l.f Baltimore' e; bank stock sold below par; diVidende hovered between
a mere

4 and

7 percent; end merchants still complained of the difficulty of
But in the absence o:f intensi-re congressional sc:rut~

o b t ~ loans.
o:f

their acti'Vities, looal bankers believed the new order little di:fferent

from the old.

Even the .withdraws.l of gowmment deposits from the Bank of

the United States in 1833 disturbed District f'inenciere very little; just
as

the President

hsd _cho~ the Bank of the Metropolis for one of the

federal depositories, so might he. not add other local houses to his liet
of "pet banks"?l9
A few months later compaiacency vanished, for the failure of the

.
l9 Intelligencer, 14 Jan, 23 Mar, 1 May, 31 Aug 29, 27 Jen, 12 .Apr
JO, 4 Jul 31; ColU111bian, 27 Mar, 6 Nov 32; H !be Bh, ·21C, 2S, 4 Feb 31,
Ser 208; H F.x Ibo 83, 22C, 25, 2 Feb 33, Ser 2J4J s Doc 16, 23c, lS, 30

Dec

33, Ser 2)8~

1$0
Bank of Maryland caused tlu•ee District banks to suspend payments.

While

some 1118n blaned the disaster on the Preside:ttt'e war on the Bank of the
United states, others apparentfy held the "monster monopoly" responeible 0
In the voteless District c:1. ties, as elsewhere, party affiliation affected
judgments on cause and effect.

A supporter of Peter Force, the Whig

clllldidate for Jll8,1or of Washington, declared that Jackson's acts had "placed.
upon our city • • • the hsnd of Death. • • •

To the truth of this picture,

let the an8W81' be given by our suspended b611ks, the closed doors, depreciated business and protested notes of merchants; b7 the snspended operations of our briokmakers, carpenters, lumber yards, cart.men, and laborers,
and the Sabbath-~ appearance of our streets."

weal.thiest ward formally resolved:

Whigs in Washington's

"At this illlportant crisis in our

national. affairs, when the greatest embarras!llllents exist in our city,

• • •
it is the duty of all patriots and fre8ll1en to oppose the authors oS: such

a .state of things. 112() The majority in Congress, suspecting that local
institutions were largely responsible, ordered the municipalities to re•l;ire
their due bills gradual.fy and instructed the House Committee on the District

to investigate the condition of the District banks.
The committee did nothing.

The Cities compl.led.

Then in December 1835, as the moment for

renewing the local bank charters approached, both Houae and Senate bestirred

themselves.

20

The House committee produced sane strange findings:

renr,

bankers,

Intelligencer, 19 May 34; Carl Swisher ~ger
PP• 263-6h,
365;.,Reg Deb, 23C, 15, 22 Apr 34, pp. 37h9-52, JO un 3, ppendill, PP•
35<>- l; ltr, Rep. James Graham to Wm. A. Graham, 16 Apr Jli1 _William A.
Graham Papers (SHC); s n>c 374, _23c, 1s, 19 May Jli, Ser 242.
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"respectable citizens," had used the suspension of 18.34 for their own
profit; their "ruinous deeolating" manipulations over the years had
measurably retarded the growth of the cities, and bank failures since
1821 had cost the people of the District fl,700,0rJO, money "taken from the
profits of labor and••• absorbed by adventurers and speculators." Yet,
in the face of outraged denunciations from "Old Bullion" Benton, a few
other senators and some representatives, a bill passed renewing the
chartere of the seven surviving banks until 1838 and specifying only that
they could not issue notes in excees of their capital. 21

~

"Revolution"

!~ Labor

Laboring men, who would have welcomed an investigation of wages and
working conditions, were left to fend for themselves far more completely
than were bankers.

Trade associations had begun to appear in the twenties,

though, like the Columbia Typographical Society organized by the printers
in 1815, initially they were rather mutual benefit societies than labor

unions seeking wage increases and shorter hours.

In 1830 the newly formed

Association of Mechanics of the City of Washington stated its philosophy
that "it is the interest and bounden duty of every member of this colllll\U1li.ty
to promote that system of public policy, t.he tendency of which is to

21 ~ Deb, 24C, 1s, 7 Jun 36, po. l 698-1720, 24 Jun 36, PP• 4437- 40,•
~ Globe, 24C, 1s, 29-.30 nee .35, pp. 51, 6o-62, 5 Jan ,36, p. 69, 7 Jun
36, P• L26, Appendix, pp. 27-28; S Docs, 46, 54 and 66, 24C, 15, 11, 13,
and 18 Jan .36, Ser 280; S Doc .353, 24C, lS, 5 May 36, Ser 283; H Doc 69,
24C, 1s, 18 Jan .36, Ser 288; H Doc l8o, 24C, 15, 21 Mar .36, Ser 289; H Rpt
800, 24C, lS, 20 Jun J6, Ser 295.
·
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increase the numbers, diversify the pursuits and augment the happiness of
our citizens who look to their own labor for support."

,

They founded a

newspaper, The >merican Mechanic, a courageous venture in so small a city,
but not altogether surprising in view of the major importance of the
printing induetry in Washington.

When that paper ceased publication,

Washingtonian replaced it for a ffN montha.

!!J!

In 1833 several trade groups

banded together to form a General Trades' Union dedicated to securing "the
right of fixing the price of their own labor."

In keeping with the

announced aims of similar organizations in other American cities, they
advocated free public education in place of the mockery of "pauper schools."
The "mechanics" opposed the innovation introduced by prison reformers
whereby convicts were taught trades and the articles m•de in prison sold

to the public at reduced prices. When bitter conflict aver

Wljge r _
a tes

and apprenticeships broke out between the Typographical Union and Duff
Green, former editor of the administration organ>the.~ Telegral?h,.and in
1835 publisher of the Reformer, the printers got no encouragement fr0111 the
party in power in Congress.

Inflation and speculation throughout the

country produced an upward spiral of prices unmatched by wage increases.
Within one three-month period the ,cost of flour in Oeorgetown rose from
$4.50 to

$6.oo

a barrel.

..·.S1111 ~....

Unions here like their counterparts :I.a \he xcot

of ~he eewtbfo/ failed in their objectives,with one exception; the reduction
in 1840 of hours on federal works to ten a day.

Attempts to get the

property qualification for municipal voting lowered in Washington were
equally unsuccessful.

During the thirties craftsmen in the District gained

neither economic nor political sdvantege from the Jacksonian
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revolution. 22
What benefits unskilled l abor hoped to win other than full employ~
ment is uncertain, for, white or black, "comi,,on" laborere were the least
articulate, if the largest, el ement in- the population.

In the spring of

1829 they could count on work on the C & O canal, but that l!UIIIITler the
co111parzy- abandoned recruitment of local labor and resorted to importation
of European workmen under contract. Unless Congress authorized extensive
public works and, unlikely event, forbade the practice of hiring slaves for
all but the most difficult tasks, any immediate help for free labor appeared
unlikely.

Except for some work on the new penitentiary under const1Nction

on the arsenal grounds at Greenleaf's Point, government building in
Washington had come to halt in 1829 when the Capitol and the grounds about
it received the finishing touches.

Though the commissioner of public

buildings e111ployed some men on maintenance and repair, those were chiefly
crafte111en.

In 1831 as digging began on the ftlexandria canal and on widening

-

and deepeni~ of the Washington
canal, common l abor fared. better, but not
because of Jacksonian policies. Not until 1833 did federal spending of
tll5,ooo on macadmnizing Pennsylvania avenue and grading the President's
square and $23,000 on piping water into the Capitol and public offices

..

22

Intelligencer, 31 Jun 26, 9 Apr, 21 Aug 30, 16, 22 Jun Jl, 23 Apr,
19 Ma;,y, 4, 22 Aug, 27 Oct, l Nov 34, 8 Jun, 26 Nov 35; "Address of the Association of Mechanics of the City of Washington," Misc Panphlets, 18.30
(RBD, LC); Columbian Gazette, 27 Mar, 3 Jul 32; A. F. Cunninghmn, Oration
delivered before~ General Trades-union 2f ~ District 2f. Columbia,
1834; City Directory, 1834; ~ Washington, 17 Dec 36 (RBD, LC); ! Documen~ History of American Industrial Societ y, v, 30-31, 48. For a fuller
account of the Typographical Union's struggle with Duff Green, see Bryan,
Capital, II, 230.
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provide work for the unskilled, and then the first consideration was
congressional convenience, not the welfare of labor. 23
The ''Revolution"

2!l Internal Improvements

Wage-earners, employers and the real estate owners whose prosperity
depended upon a growing community all had an interest in seeing Congress
support internal improvements within the Di.strict and along the Potomac.
But when President Jackson, after rejecting the national Maysville Road
bill, vetoed a bill authorizing a govermtent subscription to stock in the
Washington Turnpike Company, citizens had reason to imagine all federal
contributions to the District st an end.

They were mistaken. Within the

next three years Congress voted and the President approved nearly a million
dollars for District projects, several of which were only incidentally
useful to the United States government.

Such largesse was without precedent.

First cane small appropriations to Georgetown and Washington for draws in
the bridges over the Potomac and the Eastern Branch.
Congress, in spite of its principles, invested

canal and voted first

t8o,ooo

Next the Democratic

Nioo,ooo

in the Alexandria

and then another $2001 000 to buy out the

Washington Bridge Compaey, build a solid causeway at the foot of 14th
street and put up the "Long" bridge over the Potomac.

A few months later

Georgetown got tl.50,000 of federal money--the "congress fund" citizens
called it--to clear the river channel of obstructions and dispense with
the tolls on the Little Falls bridge and the turnpike to the Virginia line.

23 Intelligencer, 14 Jan, 23 Sep 29, 19 May 34; Captain Basil Hall,
Travels !!! North .America in ~ Years 1827 ~ 1828, III, 46; H Doc 19,
23c, 1s, 20 Dec 33, Ser 254.
I
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At the same time a like sum of federal money relieved Washington City of
an onerous debt contracted in purchasing the Washington canal and attempting
to deepen it to the four feet needed to allow C & 0 barges to move from the
terminus at 17th street on through the city to the Eastern Branch. 24
Nor was this all.

After three years of debate and resistance, Con-

gress in 1836 saved tha District cities from bankruptcy by assuming their
debts on their C & 0 canal stock. · Delays in completing the canal as far
as Harpers Ferry bad deprived the cities of the revenues from which they
had expected to pay the interest on the Dutch loan.
charge alone amounted to t.551 000 annually.

For Washington that

To meet it she had borrowed a

quarter million dollars by 1834, on top of increasing her tax rate from

56¢ to $1.10, a higher figure per $100 than that of any other city in
}.merica. Building the City Hall had saddled her with another $197,000 of
debt because the managers of the lottery, conducted to pay off the costs,
had pocketed the proceeds.

All told the municipal debt of a city of

21,()f)() souls, a sixth of them slaves, had reached tl,7191 000.
deficit added another t 25,ooo yearly.

An annual

She had appealed in vain to Congress

to authorize her taxing federal property.

Upon learning that agents of the

Dutch creditors had arrived in the c::I. ty to collect by forced sale of
property in the capital, Congress had appropriated S7o,ooo to fend off
that disgrace, and the next year granted an equal amount annually for five

..

24 Sanderlin, NRtional Project, p, 85; Reg Deb, 21c, 1s, 11, 31 May
30, pp. xxi, 456, 22C, 1S, 31 May 32, pp. xiii-xv,7Ji Jul 32, p. xl, 22C,
2s, 2 Mar 33, pp. 18 20-21; Washington Canal Stock Papers, 1832, n.c,
Miscellaey (Ms D, tc~; Intelligencer, 8 Dec 30; Washington Jlcts, 3 Jan 31,
P•

•
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years.

But by January 1636 Washington h~d again fallen iJ;arrears on her

interest paYJnents.

ftlexandria, burdened with debts undertaken to finance

the aqueduct and ftlexandria canal, had not yet defaulted but foresaw having
to do so shortly~

Al though Georgetow had remained solvent ,she too had

concluded she must sel l her C & 0 stock.

Fifty percent tax increases and

five-year congressional appropriations of t l 7,500 for both cities were
not enough. Manifestly the municipalities could no longer help themselves.
National honor was involved; the United States was a stockholder in the
canal company and, rnaey peopl e asserted, had encouraged the District
Cities to extravagant investment in the original scheme and its later
costly extension.

In any case, neither Democrats nor Whigs in Congress

could allow foreign bankers to control most of the propert y in the American
In May 1836 the United States goverranent assumed the cities•
i1,500,ooo canal debts. 25
capital.

Legal Reform.!!!!!! Additional Financial Relief
Meanwhi le Congress had shown surprising awareness of other District
problems.

In 1831 the long wanted modification of the antiquated criminal

code became law.

It made imprisonment the punishment for most of Washing-

ton County 's fourteen and Alexandria County' s thirty capital crimes.

25 Intelligencer, 22 Mar 23 24 Jan, 25, 31 Jul 34, 25 Jan, 6, 10, 28
1
Aug 35; Washington Acts 1 ftug 31, pp.
, 16, 26 Dec 32, pp.
; S ~c
91, 23c, 2s, 2 Feb ~Ser 268; s ~c 258, 24C, 1s, 18 Mar 36, Ser 281; s
Doc 31, 24C, 1s, 22 Dec 35, and S ~cs 48, 53 and 111, 24C, 1s, 11, 13 Jan
and ~ 36.ftei,l Ser 28o; Reg ~ . 22c, 2s, 26 Feb 33, pp. 1812- 16, 23c, is,
26 Jun~ pp. 2078-79, 23C, 2S, R Jan, 25 Feb 35, pp. 616-19, 96(,..75, 24C,
lS, 28 Dec 35, P• 46; U.S. Stat, V, ch LXXIX, PP• 31-32.
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Henceforward conviction f or burglarly of goods valued at five shillings
no longer meant hanging but at most seven years• imprisonment, a change
that promised to induce juries, formerly unwilling to convict, now to
bring in true verdictfl and thereby ensure a more orderly community.

Appro-

priations of some $75,000 to oomplete the federal pent.tentiery perhaps
lessened citizeru, 1 diseopointment at not obtaining a new civil code, but
at least Congress a few years later removed debt from the list of crimes
and forbade imprisonment for debt of less than

~,o.

Moreover, twice during

the early thirties the Jacksonian Congress spent federal funds for relief
of the local poor.

In the severe winter of 1831 and again in 1835 strict

interpretation of federal powers yielded sufficie~tly to humaoafeelings to
carry through votes donating fi rewood to needy hQuseholders. 26
The Jacksonians also showed unexpected generosity toward Washington•s
colleges and eleemosynary institutions.

In 1832 Congress turned over lots

in Washington valued at $25,000 to debt-ridden Co,lwnbian College as a permanent endoli!llenh $10,000 in land to the Washington Orphan Asylum and the
same amount to the orphanage opened by the Sisters of Charity in 1825 and

incorporated in 1831 as St. Vincent I s Orphan Asylum.

The next year George-

town College in turn received lots assessed at i25,ooo.

Though the city

corporation objected to oongressional endo"11l!ents in the form of land that

26 Reg Deb, 19c, 1s, l Mar 26, pp. 1475-Bo, 2Oc, 2s, 7 Jan 29, p.
179, 21C, lS, 1, 8 Apr 30, PP• 723, 753-54, 21C, 2S, 1 Feb 31, p. 558, 25
Feb and 2 Mar 31, Aop~po. 16, 20-23, 22C, lS, 31 May 32, p. :xii; U.S
Statutes, V, 498-99, 078- 79; H Rpt 732, 24C, 18, 3 Jun 36, Ser 295; H Mis
Doc 18, 38c, lS, Dec 63, Ser 1199; ltr, John Robertson to Wyndham Robertson,
5 Jan 35, Robertson Papers (Univ of Chi:aago").
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the city hoped to control, proponents of the gifts to the colleges declared
support of education a legitimate use of federal funds comparable to the
reservation of public lands for schools in the territories.

to e:xplain the legality of the gifts to the orphanages.

No one attempted

Each of the U 1t es

inst:j.tutions, to be sure, soon found itself land-poor, unable to convert
the lots into cash, since Washington real estate, when salable at all,
brought far lower prices then either Congress or the city expected.
President Jackson himself had no qualms about public gifts to Washington
charities:

he had the Nwnidian lion presented by the King of Morocco sol d

at auction and the i3350 of proceeds divided between the city' s two
orphanages.

Indeed Washingtonians discovered that the President whose

com1.ng had seemed to many to imperil the well-being of the capital was one
of its warmest friends.

At the time of his retirement a popular subscrip-

tion raised money for a portrait of this true "friend of the people" to be
placed in the City Ha11 0 27
Clarification of the Relationship between the Ooverment and
Washington City
If the aeries of congressional concessions to local eXigencies ran
counter to strict Jacksonian principles, realization that the position of
the District of ColUlllbia was unique obti.oualy salved the conscience of

27 Ltr, Obadiah Brown to Philip Ridlard Fendall, 26
Papers (Duke University); Intelligencer. 10 Jun 23, 31 Dec
Apr 35, 18 Feb 37; Reg~. 18C, 2s, 30 Dec 34, pp. 90-96,
32, App., p. xlviii, 22c, 2s, 2 Mar 33, App., p. 26; S Doc
}pr 34, Ser 91; s Rpt 128, 21c, 1s, 20 Apr JO, Ser
•

Jan 47, Fendall
25, 8 Jun 29, ll
22c, 1s, 14 Jul
61, lBC, 1s, 19
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Democratic congressmen who voted for the measures.

Between 1834 and the

sUllllller of 1836 three careful reports analyzed the peculiar situation of
the unrepresented District and federal responsibilities toward its cit izens.
Although none of these documents presented a pl an for a permanent fiscal
adjustment, the Southard report, in perticuler, named for its principal
•

author and submitted to the Senate in February 1835, offered a closely
re880ned justification for federal spending within the federal District.
The national capital, the Southard report stated, was the concern of the
entire nation.

Alexandria and Georgetown, haVing suffered by their sepa-

ration from their respective states and by the creation of a rival city in
their v1cinity1 deserved help also. Washington' s financial difficult:ies
derived partly from the C & 0 canal but more largely from her expenditures
on the public streets.
that total.

Congress should reimburse her for at least half

The United States had contributed $10,000 to the cost of

building the City Hall, but t.he federal courts occupied half the space
rent-free, a patent inlquity.

The Government had paid nominally $36,099

for land within the city, in actuality nothing, ina811uch as sales of lots
offset the purchase price;

In short, the United States acquired gratis

property worth over two and a half million dollars}. if taxed from the
beginning it would have brought the city twice the sum now proposed for her
relief.

The indisputable figures and dispassionate argument of the Southard

report carried weight.· For the next eighty years whenever Washington's
financial problems came up for discussion in Congress, men quoted from
that classic on the subject. 28

28

H Rpt 366, 23C, 1s, 25 Mar 34, Ser 262; S
35, Ser 268; S Doc 111, 24C, 15, 2 Feb 36, Ser 28o.

Doc

91, 23C, 2s, 2 Feb

16o
Opponen·ts of any scheme that placed the District in a special
category contended that none of the three cities merited more consideration
from Congress than any other town in the country; the federal peyroll and
the constant flow of visitors who cane to the capital on government business
provided compensating advantages.

In the midst of an acrimonious debate,

one congressman declared indignantly that he had never known the House to
discuss any question concerning Washington without some members' attempting
to cun-y favor at home by ridiculing citizens of the capital. Representative Jolm Robertson, a Virginian Whig, made a point of Visiting the
Senate when Di.strict problems were occupying the House; like many another
me111ber, he found them boring and unimportant.

The chairman of the House

District Committee spoke of the "unpleasrmtness" of his task because of
"the tone and temper with which the most ordinary appropriations for the
benefit of the District are received in this house.

Some gentl emen seem

to regard the District of Columbia • • • as a rat under en exhausted
receiver, where political empirics may display their quackery without any
danger of being called to accollllt for their folly or ignorance. 1129 ·Perhaps
congresanen who in the thirties again advocated a territorial gdvernnent
for the District with a delegate in the House believed the plan would give
the District cities greater dignity in the eyes of their rulers.

Like the

earlier proposals, these were defeated chiefly by- the arg11111ent that the
diversity of interest within the three communities made the solution

29

Reg~. 23c, 1s, 6 Jun 34, p. 4399, 24C, 1s, 6 May 26, p. 349697; ltr, John Robertson to Wyndham Robertson, S Feb 37, Robertson Papers,
(Univ of Chicago); The Washingtonian, 9 Jun 36.
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uneatisfactoryo 30
In 1836 der1sion and accusations of always standing hat in hand
mattered lesa to Washingtonians than fol'!IIElrly, for the long debates not only
brought the o:i ty innediate finmcial relief but, by oreating a wider undel'standing of her peculiar problellls, laid the foundations for a sounder
relationship betwllen Congress and oomnuni ty than had existed since the
governnent l!IOVed to the banks of the Potomac.

Freed of the canal debt,

Washington quickly regained financial equilibrium.

Though she atill carried

a debt of f\h!i0,000 .w.1. thin a year the tex rate returned to nomal and IIIIUlicipal income exceeded outgo.

The city still lacked f'unds to pave and light

the streets properly and to provide adequately for the indigent aged and ill.
A vigorous C811paign to persuade Congress to build a public hospital where

traneien1; paupera could receive care when ill 1;ook two decades to win a
reepcruse, in spite of proof that in moat :,ears only one in four of the
patien'l;e at the Washington Asyl\1111 and two
poorhouse were local residenie.

in

every five iJ'llll8tes of the

At ~ in 18hl Congress 1;ook the 1'1.rst

s'l;ep in admit1;1ng federal reepcnsibllity for part of 'l;his burden; an appropr1a1;1on met the costs of caring for the indigent insane in an asyl\1111 in
Baltimore.

The next two years brough1; appropriations for a hoGpital for

the bodily 111.

When President Tyler 1n person inspected the work in

progress on re1'11;1;1ng the old Judiciary Square jail for use as the new

Washington lnfi.rrnary, citizens dared think an equal partnership established

·.

30 ~ Deb 22C, 1S, P• luu9; H Rpt 537 • 22C, 1S, 28
~ Globe~,ns, 20 Dec 37, p . 40, 28 Mar 38, p. 270, 6

25C, 35, 31 Dec 38, P • 88.

Feb 32, Ser 226;
Apr 38, p. 28~
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between the governnent and the oi ty.

Though t hese hopes were not fully

reali11ed, the contrast to earlier d11G7B was sharp. 31
Civic and Business Enterprise in Washington, l830-18lt6
Thirty-odd years of disappointments in obtaining congressional cooperation had taught Washingtonians that they must rely primarily upon theml!alves

to make the city a good place to live i a. Hampered though they were by
federal control of much of t he property in the capital, by constitutional
restrictions on their freedom of action, and by the persisting indifference
or condescending sttitude of many mell!bertt of Chngress, individual oitisena
and the munio:i.pal corporation neverthe:t.ss made valiant effort s to lessen t he
wretchedness of the poor.

If philanthropy be a sound guage of civic-mindednes s,

the two orphan asylums, the generOUB voluntary contributi ons yearly tO',
funds for the nee~, and a succession of charitable societies bear witneaa to

a well-developed social conscience in Washington.

The Howard Society organi1Sed

i n 182$ sought to "give relief to indigent females by providing trork, fuel
and other necessities of lif e."

·

Under the society• s direction, in buildings

furnished on F.astern and Centre Market Squares, women spun yam, picked o akum
and sewed clothing which, sold at a small profit, made the women self-supporti ng
and helped finance the work of the society.

It began to lose public endorse-

ment toward t.he end of the thirties and disappeared in the early forties.
Another group headed by tJie I rish schoolmaster, John McLeod, founded the

Lawtv 38,23;31Intelligenoer
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Washington Relief Society in 1830, dedicated to helping "indigent and
disabled emigrants" and other distressed people who by local law oould not
be admitted to the city almshouse.

In one winter the organization boarded

forty people in pl'i vate homes or taverns and in 1833 opened an infirmary for
destitute foreigners.

Four years later the Female Union Benevolent Society

came into being, with the avowed purpose of assisting the poor on:cy, after the
lady managers had made "careful observation and inquiry as to the needs. "
President Van Buren contributed to its 110rk by donating the proceeds from
the sale of the remaining 700 pounds

or

the 1100-pound cheese presented to

President Jackson toward the end of his term.

Year after year, St. Vincents

and the Was~ton Orphan Asylum, now open to boys as well as girls, took
care of scores of children.

Mrs. Samuel Harrison Srni th gave the managers

of the older orphanage the m8llllscript

or

her first book, ~!!!Gentility,

one of the earliest of the numberless novels about Washington society;
sale of copies at a benefit fair netted the A8ylum a considerable sum of

money.32
Meanwhile belief that intemperance lay at the root of much of the
misery in the a1 ty inspired the organization of temperance societies and
•
campaigns to prohibit the sale of "ardent" spirits l.-. Washington. Formidable
statistics seemed to prove that alcohol had sent to the workhouse or jail a
large proportion of the illmates of both.

The city councils tightened the

32 U.S. Telegraph. 26 Jan, 20 Oct 29; Intelligencer, 13 Apr 24, 11 Jan

25, 15 Feb;-24 Nov 28, 8 Jun 29, 26 Aug 30, 20 Apr, 21, 26 Dec 31, 24 Dec 32,
26, 30 Sep 33, 23 Apr 34, 7 Jan 35, 3 May, 18 Nov 42; Reg Deb, 24C, 2S, 2
Mar 37, App., pp. 10-11; M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, P• 210.
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licensing laws and outlwed the sale or liquor on Sundays hut could neither
halt drunkenness nor cure poverty.

When the Washin.,C>ton Asylum which served

at once ae a hospital, workhouse and poorhouse became unfit for use, the
corporation undertook to replace it, but, in spite of a successful appeal
to President Van Buren for permission to build on part of the Marine
Hospital Square bordering the Eastern Branch, delays followed, the corpora•d":A,

tion stock iesued to finance it was hard to market and the new Asylum,.not.
finished .fc: I

I

• Gd¥

I>

till 1847 0 33

Tupaye:re and hence tre officials they elected, though ready to make
voluntary contributions to the poor, were still umrilling to have oit.y taicee
raised to a level to pennit more expensiYe public service, whether for relief,
healt.h supervision, protection of property or schools.

Men considered the

rate of the mid-thirties excessive, and when federal as8Ulllption of the canal
debt enabled the councils to lower taxes, the city saw fit to keep thaa low
by holding expenses to a minimum.

The point of view of much of Congress

encouraged that kind of economy, however costly in the long run.

An unnamed

senator, when questioned by a German traveller about the desperate poverty
in evidence everywhere in Washington, replied:

"I am glad the people here

are poor and unable to give splendid entertainments • • • •

From theee

evils /.the corruptions of wealt!!,7 we are happily exempted by the almost
hopeless condition of the inhabitants of this plaoe. 11 34

.

•

. 33 Columbian, 9 Aug 32; Intelligencer, 22 Jul 23, 28 Jul, 13 Nov JO,
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While p9i}'l!lents on the city debt yearly ate up half the municipal
revenue and poor relief and upieep of the streets a large slice of the
remainder, few people wanted to see money spent on "trimmings. " What constituted a trimming varied somewhat with circumstances.

In the summer of

1832 a severe epidemic of Asiatic cholera struck, first B!llong the worlanen on
the C & 0 canal, and later in the District c-lties.

The Board of Health did

what it could, forbidding the importation into the city of fresh fruits and
vegetables, "abolishing" hog stys within the city limits during the emerfilency,
prohibiting public entertainments and annulling licenses to sell liquor for
ninety days.

City funds and private subscriptions provided three temporary

hospitals in rented houses and a staff of doctors, but the death toll in
some two months' time came to 459--251 whites, 162 free Negroes and 46 slaves.
Every morning the "dead carts" made the rounds; the drivers blew horns and
called out "Bring out the dead." Marcia Burns Van Ness, wife of the mayor,
died of the disease. Yet when the epidemic subsided, public health regulation
vanished with it, for the Board of Health implied that unusual circumstances
accounted for the spread of the disease:

"A large number of foreign emigrants

[siiJ had recently arrived in the d.ty, aid were employed on the public works.
Most of these were from Germany and Ireland, men who neither understood our
language, nor were accustomed to our climate, habits and mode of living • •• •
The cholera•••was also extremely fatal to our colored population, and more
especially to the free blacks. " A few months later when small pox appeared
in Washington, doctors of
people free of charge.

•,he

M•di.cal Association undertook to vaccinate poor

otherwise sanitation was a a:mcern of the individual
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citizen. 35
To a surprising extent far a property-conscious community, police
fire protection also was left largely to volunteers.
only part-time and were rarely on duty at night.

and

Ward constables served

When robheries and incen-

diary fires became alarmingly frequent, "respectable citizens" volunteered

to fonn a night patrol.

An unpleasant episode in the summer of 181.il increased

their awareness of the need, for a drunken crowd, angered at President Tyler's
veto of a bank bill, gathered one night on the portico of the White House to
hiss and jeer st the chief executive.

A year later Congress, fearful for

the safety of government buildings, established an "lluxiliary guard" which
for the first time provided Washington with sane night-time policing.

The

guards were federal officers, paid out of federal funds and charged with
safeguarding federal property, but lest they turn into a presidential
"p11aetorian guard"J Congress specified that the mayor of Washington select the
captain, and the captain pick his subordinates. • The mayor thereafter declared
the city relatively free from disorder.36 Volunteers still did the firefighting .

Under a curious arrangement inaugurated as early as 1819, Congress

supplied the engines and stati on houses for three of the six fire companies,
the city the rest.

But membership in the companies gradually changed in

35 Washington Acts «Reoort on Revenue," 26 May 45, pp. 117-19; Intelligencer, 8, 9, 11, 20~, 29, 31 Aug, 3, 6, l0, 18, 29 Sep 32, 7, 8 Jan,
10 Apr 33; Alerndria Gazette, 14 Jul 36; Sunday Star, 22 Septl'l.8 (hereafter
cited as ~Star) .
36 Intelligencer, 18 Sep 35, l Jun, 7 Sep 37, 20 Aug Ll, 3 Sep 42;
Washington Acts, 21 Sep 42, pp. ll- 12, Mayor's Message( £2!!& Globe, 27C,
2S, 2 Jun 42, P• 571; H Doc 836, 27C, 2s, 30 May< 42; Petition, H27A-05.2,
25 Aug hl.
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character; mature men no longer wished to bother and irresponsible boys took
their place.

.After the incendiary fire that burned the Treasury to the

ground in 1833 and the fire that destroyed the General Post Office and Patent
Office three years later, Congress took steps to induce conscientious men
to serve.

It exempted members of the companies from militia duty and chartered

a new insurance canpaey in which only they could hold shares and thus obtain

reduced rates on their policies.

The scheme did not -work.

By the forties

young rowdies made up the fire companies, turning the engine houses into

headquarters for gang warfare.

Occasionally on Sunday evenings one compaey-

or another sounded the fire alarm in the vicimty of a church for the sheer
sport of watching the frightened congregation pour into the streets.

Law-

abiding citizens accused the unruly "firemen" of deliberately starting
fires in order to enjoy the commotion of putting them out.
east of the City Hall, the Navy Yard section,

"English Hill,"

11

Frogtown," south of the

Capitol, the "Northern Liberties" above G street between 6th and 12th streets,
and the "Island", the area southwest of the Washington canal, each had its
gang, each more interested in fighting its ri vale than in fighting fires. 37

Economic statue naturally affected concepts of public obligat5on.
Whereas the large taxpayer generally preferred to restrict city functions,
.the poor man wanted them enlarged.
for votfug was a constant irritant.

And for him the property qualification
As the expiration of the municipal

charter drew near in 1840, a summary of the c1. ty• a shortcomings appeared

..
37 Intelligencer, S Deo 36, 11, 25 Jul 37, 22 May, 4 Sep 40, 14 Feb
42, 30 Sep IJi, 21 Apr LS; u.s. Stats, III, s2s, 3 Mar 19, IV, 266, 2 May 28,
IX, 6o7, 679, 2, 3, Mar 37; H Doc 22, 22c, 2S, 12 Dec 34.
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in verse:
Our charter, almost out of date

Has only served to help the great.

.............

,

We want a better one indeedOne that will give us what we need,
A good police, and lQlll!)S by night,
A place to keep the widow's mite,
A District School, to teach our sons,
'Who wander now like Goths or Huns,
••••••••••••••

Safety from~. from riot bands,
And from the midnight robbers' hands,
And more than all we want the right
To vote for t'iose who rule in might.
Congress professed interest in local manhood suffrage_ but about five-eighths
of the existing electorate, some

550 men, petitioned against change. Con-

gressional inaction allowed the city to continue under the old charter for
another eight years.3 8
Had propertyless citizens had votes, the history of Washington' s
schools would have been longer and brighter.

Taxpayers' ideas of what taxes

should go for left the public schools from 1826 to 184h dependent upon the
income from the lottery fund raised by the trustees in the years after the
War of 1812.

The 6 percent interest derived fran that $40,000 sufficed to

keep the two "pauper" schools in operation with a little left over yearly,

but too little to build more schoolhouses; mayor and councils simply added
any

surplus to the original principal.

But the city was growing and the

m.Dnber of children who, for lack of space, could not be admitted to the tw

38 Washington Metr7J;lis, 26 Oct 39, and "Carrier's J\rldress, 11 1840,
ibid• s Doc 669, 26c, lS,
Jul 40; Washington Acts Resolution of the
Comir.~n Council, 7 Jul 4o, p. 148; Petitions, H26A..o4:1, 17 Dec 40, H26A-05,
26 Jan 41, H27A-G5.3, 24 Dec 4h; 22,ng_ Globe, 26c, 2s, 22 Dec 40, pp. 45-46.

charity schools was increasing rapidly.

Petitions for federal aid that

would enable the municipality to inaugurate true public school systemB began
in the early thirties, while Washington with some indignation watched
Congress vote gifts to the oolleges and orphanages and ignore pleas for help
for common schools.

In 1839 a survey revealed that of the city's 5200 white

children some 900 were in private schools, 293 in the pauper schools.

Girls

were excluded entirely from the Western school md rarely accepted in the

Eastern, since influential people objected to "the immoral tendency of
mingling a great number of the two sexes together."

But in 1840, when ladies

of the Presbyterian churches opened "female charity schools" financed by
the city from the surplus of the lottery fund, citizens protested against
this fonn of sectarian education.
troubled
Foresighted Mayor William Wimton Seaton, deeply/~ at the
prospect of a predominantly illiterate ·community, urged the city in 1842 to
follow the New England example and make fitee schooling available to every
child.

A special levy for schools should meet the cost.

His proposal had

many supporters among all classes of people; it also met unyielding opposition.

Rather than abandon the plan altogether, he modified it:

let the

municipality build at least one new school fran public funds, open all the
city schools to all children, 1'ich and poor al!ke, but charge fifty cents a
month tuition for any child whose parents could pay.

In December 18~ the

city councils, perhaps influenced by Baltimore's recent adoption of a public
school system, accepted the mayor's plan.

An ordinance created four school

districts, each of which was to have a schoolhouse.

Money squeezed out of

the regular annual budget and the lottery fund built one new schoolhouse
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near the City Hall on Judici ary Square and another on the Island.

These,

together with the two long used for the pauper schools, provided the four.
A si~le school board composed of three men appointed from e ach district by
the councils took charge of mapping out the curriculum, engaging the teachers,
ordering supplies and generally supervising the work of schools.

The board

at once recommended no more than .fifty or sixty pupils to a teacher.

Though

taxpayers still shied away from a fully tax-supported school syste111, here was
a long step forward. 39
Yet in spite of considerable illiteracy and the grim poverty of much
of the population, by 1840 Washington in many particulars was flourishing.
Her economy, though limited, was sounder than that of cities whose business
'
had over-expanded in the boom days of the mid-thirties and t hen shrivelled

in the panic of 1837.

Disappointed hopes over the "Orand Canal" and threatened

municipal bankruptcy had not checked Washington's growth.

Her lack of over-

seas corrmerce, the narrow span of her domestic trade, and her want of manufacturing other than hand-made wares for the local market were unimportant
compared to the assets she had in the $500,000 of government salaries paid
regularly in gold and silver, the dependability of the Navy Yard pa.,roll and
the government building program begun after the destruction of the Treasury
and the Post Office.

Furthennore, the presence of the federal government

l.ilC,
39 Special Rpt, Comr of Education, pp. 53-54, H Doc 315,/2S,
Ser
1427 (hereafter cited as Spec Rpt C<>mr F,d, 1871); Petitions, H22.A-G5.3, 6 Mar
32, 9 Jan 33, H26A-G5.3, 12 Mar 38; Washington Acts, 30 May 40, pp. 49-5'0,
25 Nov 42, P• 21, 18 May 43, p. 46, Mayor's ~lessage, 24 Jul 23, 1 Nov 43, p .
25, 6 Dec 44, 25-29, 18 Aug 45, pp. 215-27; Intelligencer, 3 Apr 39, 29 Jul
40, 13, 20 Oct, 11, 14 Nov 42.
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made the City a printing center which published eleven newspaper s arid
periodicals, a good many books and numberless government reports.

When the

tracks of the branch line of the Baltimore and Ohio railroad r eached the
capital in the 8Ul!l'ller of 1835, the improvement in oormnunication with the country

to the west and north promised to open up new resources to
, Washington.

Nor

was the canal investment a total loss, for in 1834 the link from the Rock
Creek basin to the foot of the President' s square was finished, compl ete
with lock and the lockkeeper•s house that still stands at 17th street and

Constitution avenue.

With the "big ditch" by then dug beyond Seneca, Maryland,

barges laden with limestone were docking in Washington, and kilns built at L
str eet at t.he edge of the creek began to produce lime.,
canal also served some purpose.

The rebuilt Washington
the
Opened from the Eastern Branch to/17th street

basin in 1837, it was deep enough at first to admit vessels of six.and
seven-foot draft, and even when tidal wash from both rivers reduced that
depth, it still suf ficed for smaller craft used in delivering fuel and building materials within the city.

The work force had expanded, thanks to t he

men imported to dig the C & 0 cansl who had then settled in Washington, and
if those laborers lowered rather than raised per capita wealth, still trades-

men benefited from aipply:ing necessities to a growing population.

Between

1823 and 1840 nearl,y three hundred new shops were built in the City.

And

partl,y balancing the influx of the unskilled was the increase in numbers of
professional men- -engineers, lawyers, brokers and claim agents. 40

40

Intelligencer, 3 May 31, 5 Oct 32, 3 Jul, 25 Dec 33, 24 Apr, 13 Jun
1
29 Jul 34, 24, 26 Aug 35, JO Mar JO; ~ Globe, 29 Mar 32; Washington
Metropolis, 28 May, 18 Jul, 16 Nov 39; Sixth Census, U.S. , 1840,p.471;
"John Sessford, 11 CHS Rec,
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When the panic struck in M!liY 1837 District banks, like those in the
~

rest of the country, suspended specie pa_vment, but Mayor Peter Force, himself
a businessman with a printing establishment to maintain, declared in July

that no business had failed:

"The late pecuniary embarrassroents of the

country• • •have scarcely been felt here.

We, so far, have suffered little

more than a temporary inconvenience, arising from the sudden conversion of a
specie into a paper currency."

Though people were i«>rried over their inability

to get credit ancl over the shortage of silver and ooppers, the government
p ~ l l and small issues of JllUllicipal due bills tided the cl. ty over without
major disaster. 41 Bankers wailed over their trouba.es and were rebuked by hard
money man in Congress, but in 1838 the bill for a two-year renewal of the
charters passed.

The next year the District banks again suspended payments,

causing great hardship to small businessmen and wage-earners.

Thereafter

until 1845 every change of party control in Congress produced new laws:

in

1840 the Democratic majority, refusing to grant new charters, ordered all
local banks to Wind up their affairs and go out of business; in
Whigs reversed that ruling; in 1844 the Danocrats reenacted it.

1841 the
The banks,

however, did not go out of ex:istence; from then until the Civil War era,
t hey simply operated as partnerships under the common law.

Shifting con-

gressional policy, like the 8'USp8nsions, brought confusion and losses in its
wake but, while individuals suffered, the community as a whole continued to

'

g~.

Between 1840 and 1846 over one hundred new shops and nearly 1700 new

dwellings, a third of them brick and therefore presumably substantial houses,

41 Alexandria Ga219tte, 15, 23 ~\ay 37; Intelligencer, 17, 23 May,
8 Sep 27; Metropolis, 24 M!liY, 3 Jul 37; Potomac Advocate, 7 Aug 37.
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were built.

For the first time in more than two decades, instead of com-

plaints about Washington's sorry situation, self-congratulation became the
~~

ltCM9i order.

42

The Plight of Georgetown and Alexandria
Virtually every civic problem Washington encountered the other two
District cities also had to meet.

Both smaller municipalities had trouble

in maintaining their streets, in providing for police ~d in preventing fires;
both were badly hit by the cholera epidemic and when it was over they, like
Washington, allowed health regulation to lapse.

Petitions for aid to educa-

tion poured in upon Congress from both sides of the river,

Georgetown moved

sooner than either Washington or Alexandria to open public schools, for she
abandoned the Lancastrian school in

1840 and two years later inaugurated a

free school system wholly under public control; an appointed school board
supervised expenditures and prorram; taxes met the cost.
till the late forties.

Alexandria waited

Both older cities felt the burden of the poor, end

both appealed to Congress for help; they escaped only the necessity of caring
for scores of transient paupers.
legacy of

i5000,

Georgetown, furthermore, benefited from a

the bequest of John Barnes, whose will specified that it

be used for a city poorhouse.

When the building was finished in

1831,

citizens cheerfully announced "the problem of the poor has now been solved, n
But,as in all parts of the District,the poor were always with them.

,

In 1831

42 Rs: Deb, 25G, 1s, 11-12 Oct 31, PP• 252-33, 550· S l:Qc 365, 25C,
2s, P• 43, r 317; H Doc 162, 28c, 2s, 25 Feb 45, Ser 468; "Sessford Annals,"
CHS Rec, XI, 277-388; Washington Acts, Mizyor' s Message•, 29 Jul 44, 4 Aug
45, pp. 145-55.
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philanthropists in Alexandria followed the earlier exanple of Washington and
Georgetown in opening an orphanage.
asylums got gifts from Congress,

Neither the Alexandria nor Georgetown

Non-taxpayers barred from voting in elec-

tions in the olner cities resented their exclusion as deeply as their fellows
in Washington> and with equal futility.

Indeed Alexandria's charter still

vested the right to elect the mayor in the city councils. 43 In short the
social and political problems of all three cities were identical in kind,if
not always in degree.

The dif'ference between the capital and her neighbors

lay in the realm of economics.

43 Columbian. 1 Aug, 1 Dec 29, 27 Nov 30, 19 Jul, 9, 17 ~c 31, 4, 9,
18, 31, 28 Aug, 18, 25, Sep 32, 6 Oct 32; 17 Jan 33; H Doc 31. 22c. 2s, 11 .S-'-"~'¥'
Dec 32, Ser 233; H Doc 65, 22c, 2S, 25 Jan 3)'j· R !Ee 70, 24C, IS, 18 Jan 36,
Ser 288· Intelligencer, 12 Sep 32; Reg Deb, 21C, 15, 31 May 30, App. p. L,
21c, 2s: 1 Feb 31, p. 558; Petitions, Hffi-05. 3, JO Jan 30, H23A-G4.4, 12 Jan
35, S26A..05, 22 Dec 40, H28A-05.4, n.d.;
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philanthropists in Alexandria followc?d the earlieT exi:mple of -lashingto~1 and
Georgetown in opening an orph1anage. N£ither the Alex£inciria nor Georgetm:""
•

...

-

,..-~

asylums got gifts from Congress.

Hon-ta.'q)ayeTs barred from voting in ele,,-

tions in the older cities resented their exclusion as deeply as their fel1ows
in Washington, and with equal futility.

Indeed until 1843 Alexandria's

charter still vested the right to elect the mayor in the city councils. 43 In
short the social and poli.tical probleme of all three cities were i dentical in
k~.nd, if not always in degr ee.

The difference between the capital and her

neighbors lay i n the realm of economics.

'
43 Columbian, 1 Aug, 1 Dec 29, 27 Nov 30, 19 Jul, 9, 17 Dec 31, 4, 9,
18, 31, 28 Aug, 18, 25 Sep JR, 6 Oct 32~ 17 Jan 33; H Doc 31, 22c, 2s, 11
Dec 32, Ser 233; H Doc 65, 22C, 2s, 25 Jan 33, Ser 234; H Dec 70, 2LC, 1S, 18 Jan
Ser 288; Intelligencer, 12 Sep 32; Reg Deb, 21C, 1s, 31 May 30, App. p. 1,
21C, 2S, l Feb 31, P• 558; Petitions, H22A-G5.3, 30 Jan 30, H23A-GL.L, 12 Jan
35, S26A-G5, 22 Dec 40, H28A-G5.4, n.d.; Alexandria Gazette, l Mar 43; ~.
Charter and Laws of the City of Alexandria wi•th an Historical Sketch of its
Government;' pp. 13-lli;Spec Rpt E'.2!!!!: ~. 1871, p~59-6o.
- -
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Georgetown's complaints about her declining prosperity gave way in
the early thirties to fresh expressions of hope.

"Since the commencement of

active operations on the canal," an cditor noted in 1830, "there has been a
very perceptive improvement in every branch of trade." Eighteen months later
he wrote:
A gratifying spectacle was exhibited to our citizens yesterday. This
was no less than the passage of the waters of the river Potomac through
the canal into Rock Creek. Hundreds, if not thousands, flocked to
witness it • • • •
The pa.cket boats were towed down to the first lock, between Congress
and Jeffer son Streets, and the Charles Fenton 1-'.ercer was passed through
the locks into the Creek, amid the cheers of the multitude.
On 8 and 9 May 1832 ninety-nine "boats and arks, " carrying 11,322 barrels of
f l our, 277 barrels of whiskey, 400 tons of granite, as well as coal, wood,
and farm produce,passed through the Georgetown locks.

The new draw in the

Potomac bridge promised to ease navigation for sailing ves~els beating their
way upstream to the city's wharves, and when "the Congress fund" enabled the
municipality to purchase the Chain bridge and remove the tolls, citizens believed
they oould recapture some of the Virginia nuur trade lost to Alexandria.
A 14 percent half-yearly dividend paid by the Potomac Fire Insurance Company
in 1832 perhaps increased confidence 1n good times to come.44
But in 1834 disasters began to multiply.

The C & O canal debt weighed

heavily, suspension of the banks created embarassments, and perpetually
widening sand bars in the Potomac hampered navigation and reduced the volume
of t he river trade.

Jealousy of Washington and the feeling that Congress

44 Columbian, 6 Mar 30, 23 Aug, 20 Sep, 22 Dec 31, 17, 27 Mar, 10
May, 3 Jul 32, 17 Jan 33; Intelligencer , 25 Mar, 15 Apr 33; Petition,
H21A-G5.2, 22 Dec 300
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had favored the capital at the expense of the r est of the District piled
resentment upon worry.

Scarcely had Co1T,ress assumed the C & 0 debt than

businessmen began clamoring for the retrocession of Georgetown to Maryland.
Held in abeyance by the panic of 1637 and realization that the District was
better off than most of the country, the petitions for a return to Maryland
resumed in 1838. Residents of the county west of Rock Creek joined with
Oeorgetowners in signing a lllE!lllOrial to the Maryland legislature declaring
"without reference to the political advantages of r etrocession to Maryland,

,...

_

the pecuniary interPst and general prosperity of our citizens Will promoted. 1t

•.

The state appeared to favor the plan but took no positive action.

In Con-

gress the Cominittee on the Di.strict reported on the petitions adversely and
the House then tabled them.

Yet, in spite of some improvements in her flour

trade, by 1643 the one-time busy little port had lost much of her shipping
business.

Silting up of the river channel prevented all but small Wessels

from reaching her wharves and thus killed her foreign trade and much of her
coastwise col!ll1lerce.

The completion of the /llexandria canal and aqueduct

threatened to divert the rest. Population had dropped from 9441 in 1630 to
7300 in 1640, a 22 percent decline.

The city had in fact fewer inhabitants

than in 1820. 45
As the exodus of yowig men t o Washington went on, talk began of

4.5 Columbian, 1 Jan 3.3; Intelligencer, 6 Jun 34, 27 Jun 36, 3 Aug,
2 Sep 40; Petitions, S23A-G4.2, 11 Dec 33, S23,6-G • .S, 16 Jan 35, H23A..04.4,
28 Jun 35, S26A-G5, 10 Apr 36; Georgetown Metropolitan, 12, 19, 22, 24, 26,
31 May 37; ~ Globe, 2.sc, 2s, 10 Apr 38, pp. 296-97, 16 Apr 36, 308;
Washington Metropolis, 2 May 39; Resolution, Georgetown Ai:ts, 26 Mar 36,.
3'f~J~;-;i.J
· ·~al'i'1n; H Doc 73, 26C, 1S, 12 Feb 40, Ser .365; Fourth and Fifth U.S. Cens~s,
1620 and 1630; Sj..xth U.S. Census, 1840, p. 471; Advocate, 4, 7 Jan .39.
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building flour mills and cotton factories that would use water power drawn
from the canal.

After the oollapse of the woolen factory and flour mill in

1821 Georgetown had had no factories equipped with power-driven machinery.
The cannon founclry, since 1815 owned and fl11!naged by General John Mason, was
still in operation but on a curtailed basis afte~ the War Deoartment decided
to build its own foundry.

Otherwise, a few cabinet-making establishments,

shoe-makers I shops and the silk

11

cocoonery" that its owner, John Mason, Jr.,

hoped to see produce five hundred pounds of raw silk a year were the rearest
approach to industrial enterprises the city could claim.

Only when citizens

were conVinced of the futility of seeking help from either Maryland or the
United States government did they undertake to raise the capital to start
manufactures.46
Alexandria had greater cause for discouragement than Georgetown if
only because the older city had made tremendous efforts but achieved little
or no progress since the turn of the century.

In 180o she had expectations

of becoming a commercial power able to challenge Baltimore's regional daninance.

Business and ciVic leaders had built good roads fanning out from

Alexandria in order to foster trade with the back country and had poured
noney into construction of the aqueduct and ftlexandria canal to provide connection with the C & 0 canal.

During the thirties the three principal slave-

trading concerns and individual firms engaged in the flour and grain trade
had apparently prospered.

Alexandrians spoke with pride of their shipyards

and the variety of local manufactures-rope, iron, tin and copper wares,

46 The Washingtonian, 20 Sep 36; Advocate, 23 Jun 40; Madison Davis,
"The Old Cannon Foundry above Georgetown," CHS, Rec, XI, 29-37;
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brick, shoes, cabinet ware, crackers, beer and ale.

Wharves on deep water

and good warehouse facilities kept the city as the chief port for the District.
she found herself, like the Red Queen,running faster faster to

Nevertheles~

stay where she was.

In the thirty years between 1810 and 1840, while Balti-

more was becoming the third largest city in the United States, Alexandria I s
white population rose from 4903 sould to only

5659, At the same time a

nearly 100 per cent increase in the number of free blacks-1627 in 1840--did
not enhance the community's economic stability.47
Some eight hundred taxpayers, most of thero whites, were carrying a
public debt of

i56o,ooo even after

the United States government had assumed

the municipality' s debt on C & 0 canal stock,

Interest psym.ents and poor

relief ate up nearly three-quarters of her revenues yearly.

Georgetown profitted from proximity to

assessed at double its market value.
the capital.

Property was

Not so Alexandria, unless the government's building of the Long

bridge over the Potomac ranked as a

.fri~e benefit."

11

In over forty years,

apart from the emergency aopropriation of $20,000 for victims of the fire of
1827 and $250,000 to liquidate "the Holland loan," Congress allotted Alexandria County S4hl, 700--$400,000 for the Alexandria aanal, the rest for a court
house and a county jail--out of the total $9,707,000 spent in the District.
The city, watching local reai estate and commodity prices sag, felt herself

47 Avery Craven, Soil Exhaustion, pp. 128-30; Columbian, 12, 14 Anr,
7 Jul 31, 16 Jul 32; Intei'ITgencer, 3 Jul 33, 20 May, 10 Jul, 5 Nov 35,
27 Apr 36, 26 Apr 37; Washington Metropolis, 12 Mar 39; Advocate, 13 Nov
37, 15 Aug 38, 1, 8, 25 Nov 39; Alexandria Gazette, 2, 6, 9 Jul 33, 17 May,
6 Jun 31, 27 /!pr, 19 May 38, 20 Apr 43; Reg Deb, 23c, 2S, 8 Jan 35, pp.
. .
966-68; Third and Sixt h u.s. Census, 1810 and 181.i0; Tyrone Power,!!, <. _ -; .'f:;.· .:~...: -~!...-·.
21.i8-5o.
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treated like a poor relation, as unhappily she was.

Q.it off from sharing in

the bu$i ness visitors brought -~o the capital and with very limited access to
the specie that govert'llOOnt salaries kapt in circulation in Washington, Alexandrians considered the congressional refusal to renew their banking charters
a high-handed and crippling blow.

The petitions of 1840 and 1841 for retro-

cession to Virginia were a predictable consequence.48
In snite of seven hundred signatures on the first petition and a citywide referendum in October 1841 which produced the second appeal to Congress,
both petitions were rather expressions of' indignation than organized plans
ot' action.

They fai led.

But confidence in the future of the city revived as

the aqueduct and the Alexandria canal approached completion.

If Alexandria

could capture the hulk of the C & O canal traffic, her recovery might be
raoid, the slights of Congress notwithstanding.

On the 4th of July 1843,

t.:elve years a:f'te:r the start of the expensive and difficult engineeri~ project,
officiale of the fl.lexandrta Canal Company let the first trickle of water into
the aqueduct and thence into the canal.
of the new waterway took place.

Six months later the fonnal opening

The results were disappointing.

C &. 0 barges

brought barrels of grain and flour to the city's wharves, but the volume of'
the flour trade in 18LL still fell far short of that of 1831. Unless the

=

C & O canal reached the coal fields at Cumberland, the $1,500,0CXl spent on
the aqueduct and lateral canal would be money thrown sway.

It was probably

anxiety to see the main waterway finished that had led Alexandria and Georaetown

48 U.S. Stats, V, ch CLXVII, 262-63; ~ Glove, 29C, lS, 8 May 46,
App. , P• 778; H Rpt 6o4, 2LC, 1S, 22 Apr 36, Ser 295; H Rpt 515, 28C, lS,
25 May 44, Ser LL6; Alexandria Gazette, 24 Apr 38, 9 Jun Lo, 26 Jan 42, l
Mar u3, Supplement; Petitions S24A-G4, 5 Jan 37, S28A..05, 18 Jul LO, H 29AG3,l, 13 Dec 41.
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to approve the congressional t}:-,

I! ,

of 1842 to tum over the District cities'

canal stock to the state of Maryland, by then the C & O's chief sponsor.
Maryland, however, had overextended herself in promoting internal improvements
and work on the canal continued to lag. Early in 1846 Alexandrians concluded
that their only source of help lay in the Commonwealth of Virginia.

'l'lu.s

time they mapped out a careful campaign. 49
,.,/"·:

On 8 Jan! 18L6 the municipal CO!llllon council again declared in favor of
retrocession to Virginia.

The council sent two men to Richmond to secure ths

endorsement of t he Virginia Ass8111bly, and Mayor Eustis wrote to Robert N. T.
Hunter of Virginia, a member of the House Committee on the District of
(;olumbia:

"Some of our most wealthy and influential citizens who were then

{J.n 18u;y' opposed to the measure are now its wannest advocates." The reason,
he added, "is manifest, and can be given in three words as well as a vollllll8~ ~

disenfranchised." While a sense of political justice coupled with

personal political ambitions was reason enough £or some petitioners, the
basic motive of more was patently economic.

"It is a fact, which it is useless

longer to attempt to conceal, that we have long been and are yet in a very
depressed state; that our buminess, in a 11Basure, is paralyzed; that our mechanics are not kept employed; that many of them have been compelled to leave us;
and that more must follow them unless we 5J1eedily obtain Retrocession and
•

Relief." Melancholy experience had proved that Congress neither could nor
would bestow time and attention upon Alexandria, whereas Virginia legislators

49 Columbian, 7 Jul 31; Alexandria Gazette, 30 May, 3 u Jul, 27 Dec
43, l Feb, 3 Apr IJi, 2 Jan, 10 Mar 45; Intelli~encer, 6 Dec 43; Sanderlin~
National Proj ect, pp.1~1 •11 ; Petitions, H27A-G .3, 8 Jul 41, H2AA-05.4, 16
Feb 44.
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had "mostly like feelings and interest,s with ourselves." The Virginia Assembly
voted to support the petitioners.
•

Two weeks later "Mad Torn" Hunter submitted

a report to Con~ess recommending the retro cession of all Alexandria County•
Residents of"the country pP,I't of said 6ounty" and over 350 townapeople objected1
largely because they expected heavier taxation under Virginia than under
congressional rule.

Both sides in this local controversy claimed to represent

at least two-thirds of the property involved 0 50
Congress displayed a suri:,rising indifference to the questions at stake.
I. · . ••

In the,,spring of 1A46 the probability of war with Mexico was a more pressing
matter. While Georgetown remained officially silent, the Washington city
councils took a stand against retrocession:

it might "prove the first step

toward abrogating or destroying the compact by which the seat of government
was pennanently located in the District, and result in the removal of the
capital to some other place." Neither house of Congress debated the bill
seriously.

On 8 May it came to a vote in the House.

Unmoved by Hunter's

skilful advocacy, sixty five members, nineteen of them Southerners, voted
nay, but ninety.. six ayes carried the measure.

Three days later President Polk

announced that Mexican troops had crossed the border and a state of war with
Mexico existed.

Alexandria's affairs had to wait. When the Senate acted on

2 July, the bill passed quickly.

The act contained only one proviso, that a

referendum including the votes of men Without i:roperty must show a majority
in favor of return to Virginia•

.SO Alexandria Gazette, 20, 24 Jan, 5 Feb 46; Petitions, H29A-D4.l,
20 Jan and 25 Feb 46, H29A-GJ.l, 27 Jan, 9 Feb,~ Apr 46, H2?A-G3, S29A-G3,
31 Jan, 2A May, IJ, 6, 14, 15 Jun 46; H. R. Casselman, "The Virginia Portion
of the District of Columbia," CHS, ~ . XII, 123-28.
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The referendum took place at the Alexandria Court House in early
September.
•

Voting by voice, 763 men declared for retrodession, 222 against 9

Appeals of the dissidents to the Virginia Assembly were unavailing, and when
the . state not long afterwards subscribed to a large block of Alexandria canal
stock and a little later guaranteed some of the company bonds, dissatisfaction apparently evaporated.

In 1850 when the C & 0 canal reached Cumherland,

Alexandria would reap her reward for her courage in constructing the aqueduct
and canal, for she then became the chief tenninus of all C & O traffic. 51
For the slave-owning South the return of a third of the ten-mile
square to Virginia was a victory.
labelled it so.

No one, not John Quincy Ad~s himself,

Compared to the annexation of Texas and the predictable out-

come of war with Mexico, the enlargement of Virginia was indeed a minor
matter.

The very brief discussion of the bill in the Houae had skirted the

question of how retrocession would affect the abolitionists' campaign; in
fact the only allusion to slavery was practically an aside and went unchallenged. 52
Yet no member of Congress could have failed to realize thr•.: retrodession, the
slave trade and the perpetuation of slavery in the District of Columbia were
intimately connected.

In 1836 a oonfidential letter of John Robertson,

Congressman from Virginia, had spelled out the relationship between retrocession and the proslavery interests of the South.

51 ~ Globe, 29C, lS, 8 May 46, pp. 778-81, and App. pp. 89498, 1846, I'lJun .4~, PP• 98.5-86, 2 Jul 46, pp. 10h5-46, and 6 Jul l18, p.
1057; Resolution, Washington Acts, 28 May 46, ,.p. $<>.: • "1; Casselman, "The Virginila Portion of the District of Columbia," CHS, Rec, XII, 123-28; Virginia
Session Laws , 1 Mar 47; Sanderlin, National Project, pp./t-4.
52 ~ Globe, 290, lS, 8 May 46, P• 778.

-
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I have a very strong notion, ffebertson wrote his brothey of submi tting a resolution for the retrocession of the District to its fonner

•

•

oimers. I see no necessity for the exclusive jurisdiction of Congress
over ten miles square. The security of their oroperty, oublic buildings,
etc, might he guaranteed, • • • The slave-holding states I should suppose,
would he anxious for this effectual barrier against the plots of the abolitionists and many of the Northern members I should suppose -ooulg view
it as a means of getting themselves out of an unpleasant dilemma. 3
Neither Robertson's resolution nor a similar one offered in the Senate by
William Preston of South Carolina had won majority approval.

Two years later

when the Georgetown petition came before the House, John Quincy Adams had

supnorted the motion to table it because debate would entail consideration
of abolition and a change of the seat of government.

Henry Wise of Virginia

hed angrily declared it was the abolitionists who sought to retain the
District of Columbia for their own purposes; he himself would join with "the
gentlemen of the West" to move the capital if Congress persisted in ignoring
the pleas for return of the federal District to the states.
had not bowed to his threat.

His associates

Y~t eight years later opposition to a very

similar bill yielded quickly.

Not until 1861 would a Republican Congress,

recognizing the cost to the Union of the loss of the trans-Potomac area,
talk of undoing the act of 1846. 54
Slavery and the Slave Trade in the District
Growth of

~

Slave Trade

The slave trade in the District of Columbia had been growing steadily

53 Ltr, John Robertson to Wyndham Robertson, 6 Feb 36, Robertson
Papers, (Univ. of Chicago).
54 Ltr John Rohertson to Wyndham Robertson, 7 Mar 36, Robertson Papers;
2lc, 1S, 7 Mar 36, p. 211, 25c, 2S, 10 Apr 38, pp. 296-97, 16 Apr

~ Globe,

jff;pp. 308,

See below ch. VI.
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since 1815,

The human tragedies it brought so distressed a young man Visiting

that year in Washington that he wrote~ Portraiture of Doioostic Slavery~
•

~ United States.

Largely an eye-witness account, it was one of the first

effective pieces of anti -slavery propaganda in America.
•

Torrey described

a coffle of slaves he watched from the door of the Capitol:

"a procession of

men, women and dlildren, resembling that of a funeral, •• they were bound
together in pairs, some wit h ropes, and some with iron chains 9 "

Calling the

federal jail a "storehouse" for slave merchants, he explained that "several
hundred people, including not legal slaves only, but many kidnapped Freedmen
• • ,are annually coll('cted at Washington (as if it were an emporium of
slavery) for transportation to slave regions." Familiarity with scenes such
as Jesse Torrey wrote of had not made them acceptable to much of the local
public.

Early in the century the Grand Jury of Alexandria County had vainly

protested against the inhumanity of the trade.

In 1R19 the mayor and councils

of Washington equally fruitlessly had begged Congress "to prohibit the transportation of slaves through the city, or depositing them in the city for the
purpose of transportation." Foreigners were shocked by sights they could no·~
avoid.

A

sordid business at beat, usually conducted by men whom reputable

citizens despised, it nevertheless expanded under the mounting demand of
Southern planters for field hands.

By

the early thirties dealers in Washing-

ton and Alexandria were advertising with some regularity for two or three
hundred Negroes at a tirrle; the numhers of auctions rose proportionately.

Vir-

ginia planters undertaki ng intensive iJllproved farming to whi ch slave labor
proved ill-adapted disposed of their field hands as raoidly as possible, while
firms like Franklin and .Armfield of Alexandria paid good prices for them.

By
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1835 the District had become "the vecy seat and centre of the domestic slave
trade."55
The legal basis of the traffic rested upon 18th centucy laws inherited

•

from Maryland and Virginia.

Their very antiquity created some uncer tainty

about what was lawful, what an abuse.

A

Maryland stat ute of 1796, though

allowing the passage of slaves through Washington County, forbade their importation for sale or residence; much of t he trafficking in slaves in Washington
City was therefore patently contracy to law.
the business was, however, entirely legal.

A more distressing feature of
A

Maryland law of 1719_ strengthened

by the municipal slave code sanctioned t he jailing of any Negro unable to
produce proof of his .freedom and therefore presumed to be a runaway slave.
If no white man came forward with evidence of the black man's free status and
no master cla:l.med him, the federal Marshal of the District lldvertised him for
sale.

Even if he established his legal freedom but could not pay for his

keep while in prison, the Marshal sold him into slavery to recover the jail
fees.

Alexandria had devised a less harsh system of binding out the Negro to

meet the jail fees and selling him only if at the end of a year he still
could not furnish proof of his freedom.

55 Jesse Torrey, ~ Portraiture of Domestic Slavery !!!_ the United
States. pp. 33-34, ul; Petition, Hl6A-0:S.5, 13 Dec 19; Captain Basil Hall,
Travels !!1 North .America!!!_ the Years 1827 ~ 1828, III, 3h-48; Jc ca
~fats JJ •e,po,a:,r.ztr·-.ir: ~b oth P®atM•1 I I; pp
•......_.:..·; Craven, ~ ,,,,Exh__,a_u....
s~ • p. 127; Ulrich Phillips, American Negro Slavery, pp. 190--90; E. A.
Andrews, Domestic Slave Trade. p. 122; Kenneth Stampp, The Peculiar Institution, pp. 260-62; Intelligencer, 6 Feb, 3 Jul, 20 Sep 30, 9 Feb, 8 Nov 31,
4 Sep 32, 27 Jul, 25 Dec 33, 20 Oct 34, 25 Feb 36. See above ch. II, pp.
L.5-46.
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Congressional Attitudes toward the Slave Trade
In 1826 a free Negro from New York, come to see the signts of the
capital, was arrested in Washington and jailed as a runaway; only the intervent ion of the governor of the state saved him from being sold into slavery
for life.

For years past Washington newspapers had carried occasional

notices of the sale of a Negro for jail fees; the procedure was routine.

But

now a New York congressman demanded to know what law authorized such action.
The House investigated.

The remedy proposed was not the repeal of the statute

but an arrangement whereby the city corporations should oay the jail fees for
a free Negro arrested· as a fugitive slave.
outcry from Georgetown.

The bill met ,Ti.th an indignant

Congress dropped the plan.56

Two years later Congressman Charles Miner of Pennsylvania told the
House that thirty years of neglect of the local slave lmis had allowed "numerous
and gross corruptions" to creep in; slave dealers exploiting their general
"impunity" had made the District their headquarters; they used the federal
jails freely to house their chattels in transit. He objected to allowing
officers of the federal government to receive "emolument.a" from the trade.
If, he asked, a free Negro was sold for im in order to recoup $50 in jail
fees, what haopened to the remaining ~250?
treasury but into the Marshal's pocket.
•

It did not go into the public

Investigation showed, Miner asserted,

that in five years• time the District jails had lodged 452 slaves and 290
Negroes taken as runaways; fifteen Negroes had later proved to be free men
but five had nevertheless bsen sold into l i fe slavery.

Miner's inferences

56 Intelligencer, 11 Apr 16; Reg Deb, 19C, 2S, 26 Dec 26, pp. 555-

56; H Doc 71, 19C, 2s, 31 Jan 27, Ser 151.
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about kidnapping needed no elaboration.
took no other actiono
•

The House called for a report but

A hundred years later a study in the Journal of Negro

History presented the thesis that kidnapping in the District of Columbia was
relatively rare, that most of the Negroes taken into custody and sold had in
fact been fugitive slavesp

Legal or illegal, the traffic distressed numberless

citizens. 57
Congressional Attitudes toward l!iltancipation

!a the District

Henry Clay of Kentucky, toward the end of his lil'e known as the "Gre~t
Compromiser," reminded the public in the 1830 1 s that the slave trade was a
necessary concomitant of slavery itself.

Had t:outhern congressmen not fully

accepted that view, they might have consented to curbs upon the trade in the
District if only as a means of removing a constant irritant to Northerners in
the capital. Willingness to consider such a plan vanished, however, as
petitions began to multipl,y urging not only prohibition of the slave trade
but also of slavery in the District.
abused their bondsmen.

No one suggested that local slaveowners

On the contrary, people familiar with conditions in

the District Ci ti.es aanitted that slaves, mostly household servants, were
generally well- treated and were in some ways better off t han free Negroes 0
But the memorials pointed out, the federal District was the one place in the
•

United States where a simple majority in Congress could out an end to an evil

57 Reg Deb 20c, 2s, 6-9 Jan 29, pp. 167, 176..77, 191- 92; H Doc
215, 20c, lS, ITTiar 28, Ser 173; H Doc &J, 20c, 2S, 29 Jan 29, Ser 190;
Willill!'l T. Laprade, "The Domestic Slave Trade in the District of Columbia,"
Journal 2f Negro History, XI, no. 1 (Jan 1926), 19- 34.
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institution, a "dishonour to the nation...S8 By 1831 when John Quincy Adams
•

began his sixteen years of service in the House, the number of anti-slavery
petitions was mounting rapidly and in the sessions of 1837~38 reached a total
of no less than 130,200.59
Before 183S both House and Senate referred the petitions to the District .ecimmittees, the committees recormnended rejection, and votes to table
followed quickly. Occasionally a proponent of the peculiar institution would
declare it beneficent and state that Congress had no power to legislate it out
of existence even in the Di.strict of Columbia, while Northerners replied that
"exclusive jurisdiction" over the District gave Congress the authority to act.
In these exchanges both sides strove to keep a temperate approach lest a
breach between North and South become irreparable.

But as the volume of

petitions rose ever higher, Southerners bec&~e increasingly angry and alarmed,
for they saw in agitation for emanc~pation in the District merely the preliminary to attacks upon slavery in the states.

A long House Report pronounced

any congressional interference with the institution in the District a breach
of faith with Maryland and Virginia, an invitation to slave insurrection,
certain to bring economic disaster, !ll'ld, because District citizens had not
•

expressed a wish for change, a despotic, unwarranted act.

During 183$ and

1~36 violent ap~eches in the Senate had their counterpart in the House where

SB E.g., Petitions, Hl9A-G.42, 8 Jan, S Feb 27, H20A-G$.1, a bun<il.e
of l.i9 separate appeals, and H2l/l-GS.1, 2S Jan, l Mar 30; Reg Deb, 19C, 2s,
12 Feb 27, pp. 1099~1100; E. A. Andrews, Domestic Slavery in the United
States, pp. 119-20.
S9 Samuel Flagg Bemis, Jo!).n __Q_uin_cy_ Ad~. a~~he_P_I!1_o_!1, p. 340; Reg
Deb, 22C, lS, 12 Dec 31, pp. 142$- 26, 19 Dec 31, P• il'iii2o
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infuriated Southerners tried to muzzle John Quincy Adams, while "Old Man
Eloquent" parried and thrust in his fight for freedom of petition and freedom
•

of speech.

The "Gag Rule" voted in the House in 1836 and kept in force till

December 1844 failed to silence him, though it meant that the House refused
to receive any petition relating to slavery or the slave trade in the District
of Columbia.

Perhaps his hard-won tri1.llllph in 1844 in getting the gag rule

rescinded accounts for his not speaking out in 1846 against the retrocession
of Alexandria.

Skirmishes could be lost if the battle were won. 60 Except

for releasing Alexandria County to a slave-holding state, Congress took no
action whatsoever on slavery or the slave trade in the District.

The heated

ar~uments net ted nothing but a sharpened awareness that the lull of the midforties could not last.
Local Attitudes toward Slavery
Permanent residents of the District, whether they aporoved or disapproved, recognized slavery as an est2blished part of the social order.
Except for families like the Ada1s, most of "the best people" fron the

•

6o H Rpt 6o, 20c, 2S, 29 Jan 29, Ser 190; H Rpt 691, 24C, 1S, 18 M~
36, Ser 295; Ref Deb, 22c, 2S, 4 Feb 33, pp. 1584-85, 23C, 1s, 9 Jan 34, PP•
19~-99, 7 Apr 3 ,J)7 126o, 2LC, lS, 7-ll Jan 36, PP• 72-100, 19 Jan 36, pp.
185-90, 201-211, 12 Feb 36, pp. 471-95, 15 Feb 36, pp. 499-531, 29 Feb-9 Mar
36, pp. 639-779, 14 Mar 36, p. 810, 16 Mar 36, P• 833, 2LC, 2S, 9 Jan 37, PP•
1314-39, 17 Jan 37, pp. 507-11, 18 Jan 37, pp. 1411-12, 27, 30 Jan 31, pp.
563-68, 636, 6 Feb 31, pp. 705-23; ~ Globe, 2LC, lS, 16-18 Dec 35, pp. 2429, 13 Jan 36, pp. 103-04, 25C, 2S, 18 Dec 37, P• 34, 28 Dec 37, p. 59, 9 .
Jan 38, p. 88, 25C, 3S, 11 Dec 38, p. 23; ltrs, John Robertson to Wyndham
Robertson, Jan 35, 1, 21 Dec 37, Robertson Papers. For a full account of the
struggle in the House, see Bemis, John Quincy Adams!!!!!~ Union, pp. 326383.
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President down owned sl aves.

Masters often hired them out as servants to

•

householders who did not themselves own slaves.

Hence the "s ervant problem"

already known to the North scarcely existed in t he District cities and life
for the upper classes was proportionately pleasant.

Yet in the 1820 ' s moral

scruples about the peculiar institution assailed many thoughtful peopl e.

They

abhorred the by- products of the system.such as the public sale of slaves to
satisfy the debt s of a bankrupt owner.

In 1827 the newly organized Washi ngton

.s'ociety for the abolition of slavery in the Dlstrict of Columbia published a
summary of slavery's "deleterious influence upon the welfare and prosperity
of our city."

Disc).aiming any "squeamish sensibili ty" and passing over "the

detrimental effects of slavery upon the morals of the communit y" as "too
obvious to need illustration," the officers of t he society declared "the
first eVil consequence • • ,~the prostration of industr y; an effect especially
visible in the labouring classes of the community, but felt in its remote
ramifications in every class of society." .Althougll the city levied a large
tax on the slaves of non&residents, the use of hired slaves on public works
continued, leaving free laborers unemployed.

As mast ers usually allowed their

hired slaves only a pittance to live on and that little frequently went for
•

intoxicating liquor, "the burden of t he support of many of these labourers
falls upon society at l arge, while the proceeds of their labour go to fill
t he cof fers of a distant master. 11 Under such circumstljnces "industrious and
enterpr ising men, from various parts of our country" refused to settle in
61
Washington.
Observing that immediate wholesale emancipation migllt endanger

61
Basil Hall, Travels, III , 39, L1- L7; Washington ftcts, 5 Apr 23,
pp. L6-L7.
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the 11 tranquillity 11of the South, the society urged for the District where
slaves were r elatively few a syste.~ of gradual emancipation and, a far more
•

r adical idea, "enfranchisement of all that shall be born after such period as
t he wisdom of Congress rnay determine upon. 1162
Perhaps it was alarm at so revolutionary a proposal as enfranchisement
and fear of its drawing more Negroes to Washington that l ed the municipali ty
in 1827 to pl ace lar ger restricti ons upon blacks,--heavier fines for dist urbi ng the peace, a stricter curfew and, as guarantee for good behavior, f or
every free Negro f amily a $500 bond signed by two white rnen. When enforced,
the curfew pr event ed Negroes frorn attending the theatre a s they had ome;
Joseph Jefferson informed the city councils that t he regul ation cost his
company $10 a night, since colored people, forced to leave early, no longer
formed part of his audience. On the ot her hand, t he counci ls were eager to
check the slave trade; they i.'Tlposed a $400 license fee upon every slave
dealer in Washington, only to have the circuit court rule that they had exceeded the city' s charter authority. 63
Official obstructions notwithstanding, anti- slavery sentiment spraad.
The six hundred D-.lstrict cit izens who petitioned Cong ress in 1828 to institute
gradual abolition appeared to be rnerel:, the vanguard of a growing local arnzydetermined to rid the District of slavery.

•

Faith that t he American coloniza-

tion Society could resolve the problem of a large free colored population by

62 Ibid.; Intelligencer, 18 May, 2 Aug 27.
6 3 Washington Acts , 31 May 27, pp. 68-72; 28 Jul 31, p. 7; Jeannie
Tree Rives, "Old Families and Houses • Greenleaf' s Point, " CHS Rec, V, 59.
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persuading Negroes to return to Africa fed the zefJ]. for emancipation.

Though

local Negroes as early as 1817 had declared themselves against removal fran
•

the United States, whites in Washington organized the African Education Society
in 1829 to provide ''persons of color destined to Africa" with schooling "in
letters, .Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts." Gratitude for such opportunities
and for freedom should induce Negroes to depart

~

masse for Liberi a.

No

Washingtonian objected in 1830 to William Lloyd Garrison's advertised plan of
publishing a weekly abolitionist paper, the Liberator.

He chose Boston

instead of the capital only because Benjamin Lundy decided to issue his Genius

2!_ Universal Emancipation from Washington.64
Unhappily in .August 1831 a bloody slave insurrection in southern
Virginia caused a revulsion of feeling.
terrified.

Whites throughout the South were

Nat Turner's rebellion destroyed all hope for the gradual emanci-

pation bill then before the Virginia legislature.

In the District of Colum-

bia householders were the more frightened because only a week earlier one of
Mrs. William Thorton•s slaves had attempted to murder her.
that the man had been "inflamed" by abolitionist teachings.

Hearsay had it
In the eyes of

otherwise sensible citizens, abolitionists became dangerous agitators.
were creatures "unfit for freedom; ignorant, servile and depraved."
first time in her history Georgetown enacted a black code.

Slaves

For the

Less drastic than

•

64 H Ex Doc 215, 20c, 1s, 24 Mar 28, Ser 173; The Life , Travels and
Opinions of Benjamin Lundy, pp. 236, 238; Intelligencer, 8 Jan 17, 24 Mar 25,
20 .Aug 30, 9 Jun 31; "Report of the Proceeding at the Formation of the .African
Education Society Instituted at Washington, December 28, 1829," Miscellaneous
Pamphlets (RBD, LC); ltr, Leonidas Polk to Colonel D. Polk, 21 Jan 29,
Leonidas Polk Papers (SHC).
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Washington's or Alexandria's, the new ordinance listed among the punishable
Negro offenses the possession or circulation of li torature "calculated to
•

excite inSUITection or insubordination among the slaves or colored people • ••
and particular ly a newspaper called the Liberator. 11

Eight months after the

Turner insurr ection Benjamin Lundy noted that "opposition to everything like
emancipation runs high, and the abolition society here has not met for some
time."

Fear of the "inflammatory" nature of abolitionist pamphlets and news-

papers gradually gave rise to a hysteria which the avalanche of anti-slavery
petitions pouring in upon Congress heightened. 65
Tension reached the bursting point in the summer of 1835.

A botany

teacher who had come to study and lecture in Washington had brought with him
specimens wrapped in abolitionist newspapers; a visitor to his lodgings, seeing
the wrappings, denounced him as an abolitionist agent seeking to stir up
local Negroes.

His arrest was but the start of a week ' s vitch hunt in Washing-

ton, carried on, like maey another race riot in America, largely by gangs of
boys and irresponsible young men out of work.

The mob's main objective was

the intimidation of Negroes, "the apprehension of a very few obnoxious colored
persons, and the punishment of such as have circul ated the i ncendiary pamphlets."
The mayor, knowing thst the half-dozen ward constables could not restrain
several hundred angry men, called for military protection.
•

Soldiers and

clerks guarded government buildings while citizens enrolled as patrols under
the command of the mayor and Major General Walter Jones of the District

65 Intelligencer,
2uC, 1S, 18 May 36,

12 Aug, 19 Sep , 8 Oct 31; Columbian, 8 Nov 31; H Rpt
691,
p. 16, Ser 295; Stampp, The Peculiar Institution,
pp. 133-36; Benjamin Lundy, p. 257.
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militia.
~.,e.,-Tz~
- •,

No Negro was injured bodily and the damage to property was ;wt, l,,:, t: ,,.,., -½'a Negro school and several Neg1·0 tenements demolished, the windows of

a colored church br oken, a house of ill fame burned, and a fashionable
restaurant r azed hecause the mob thought the mulatto restaurant-owner, Beverley
Snow, guilty of derogatory remarke about the wives of white mechanics.
the damage to the spirit of the community was enormous.

But

Snow published a

defense of his mgn character; other Negroes kept their feelings to themselves.
Upper class whites, ashamed and grieved at such demonstrations, attempted to
explain them as inspired by riots in Baltimore or t he resul t of some weeks of
layoffs at the Navy Yard.
responsibility for it.

"Mechanics" deprecated the lawlessness and _denied

Perhaps testimony to the depth of public chagrin lies

in the fact that no similar outburst ever recurred in Washington. 66 Nevert heless the "Snow stonn" had bitter, far- reaching results.
Whites hnd direct ed their fury primarily at free Negroes in the community.

Shame over the violence intensified rather than lessened resent.ll'i.ents

at the mere presence of free blacks in Washington:

''We have already too many

free negroes and mulattoes in this city, and the policy of our corporate
authorities should tend to t he diminution of this insolent class ••• •

A

motion is now before the Common Council for prohibiting shop- licenses hencef orth t o this class of people.

If they Wish to live here, let them become

subordinates and laborers, as nature has designed, "
the new ordinance.

The city councils passed

Thenceforward Negroes could drive carts and hackneys but

66 Int elligencer , 11-15, 20, 28 Aug 35; 'Willi811' Winston Seaton, pp.
217- 18.
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could not obtain licenses to run taverna or eating houses.

Urged on by com-

plaints that the black oode had "resumed its old character of a dead letter,"
the municipality also increased the bond required of every Negro family to
$1000 and denied colored people without special permits the right to be on
•

the streets after 10 at night for any purpose. 67
The cessation of local petitions for prohibition of the slave trade
further indicated a change in the prevailing temper of the oom=ity, but
until 1837 citizens chose to ignore the battles raging in Congress.

The gag

rule in the House which forbade acceptance, let alone discussion, of Northern
ple~s for abolition seemed suitable to men like Joseph Gales, William Seaton
and Peter Force who disapproved of slavery but believed that the Di.strict
cities should be left to settle their own domestic probleJ11B. The labor paper,
ian
!ill!. Washington, advocated hanging Northerners who invaded the South to interfere

wi. th

slaves.

In 1837 members of the Grand Jury of Washington County

protested to Congress at what they labelled outside interference:

until then

they had maintained silence in hopes "that time and due reflection" would
cause critics of Di.strict institutions to stop "their iniquitous proceedings,"
but since they continued, let Congress inteirvene. Georgetown, long the most
liberal of the three cities in matters of race relations, added her objections
to being "the political football of the nation," and in 1839 leading Washingtonians filed a similar statement.
•

It is not, /}hey declared.J' that your memorialists are slave-holders
• • .many of them do not own slaves, and some of them might be forbidden

67 Intelligencer, 28 Aug, 15 Sep 35; Washington J\cts, 29 Oct 36, in
James W. Sheahan, Corporation ~ £.f ~ City of WashiJ!lton, pp. 248-50.
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by conscience to hold eny, but these, nevertheless, unite with others in
this prayer • •• not only from the just respect due to the legal rights
of those of their neighbors who do possess slaves, but from a deep conviction that the continual agitation of the subject by those who can
have no right to interfere with it is calculated to have an injurious
influence on the peace and tranquility of the community.

I f permanent r e sidents f elt that only they should act, the course of events
si nce mid summer 1835 per suaded them to do nothing about slavery and to discourage free peopil:e of color from making their homes in the District. 68
~ ~

Negro Colllllunity

In spite of the efforts of white people to keep the colored pcpulation
small, the number of free Negroes grew steadily in each of the District cities.
The increase was most pronounced in Georgetown and .Alexandria where, of the
free inhabitants, 18 and 20 percent respectively were colored in 1820, but
27 and 29 percent twenty years later ; in Washington the change was comparat i vely slight, 19 percent in 1820, 22 percent in 1840.

Still at the later

date 4800 free Negroes seemed like a great many to Washington's 16,800 whites.
The number of slaves had declined in all three cities, by nearly half in
GeorgetO'i·m; all together in 1840 hAd fewer than 3800. 69 Manumission and
s l aves • purchase of their freedom obviously accounted for part of the growth
•

of the free colored population, but Migration of Negroes into the District
f rom Maryland and Virginia or farther south was an even larger factor.

8
6 H Rpt 140, 23C, 2S, 9 Feb 35, Ser 274; Petitions, S24A-G4, 17 Jan
37, S25A..04, 24 Jan 38, S25A..04, 7 Feb 39; The Washington( 10 Dec 36;
Will i am Winston Seaton, pp. 265-66.
i.-.

69 Fourth, Fifth and Sixth~ Census, 1820, 1830 and 1840.
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In view of the severity of the municipal black codes the question
•

ari ses of wey colored people chose to move into the District.
several.

Answers are

Unless free Negroes were willing to venture into the Northern states

they could not count on more generous treatment.
ali en country.

Apparently the North seemed

Southern states had harsher black codes than the District

cit ies and enforced them more rigorously.

Here, once any given crisis passed,

public opinion 11'n1Jded to allow relaxation of the strict letter of the law;
and the half dozen constables could not have enforced it if they wished to.
Northerners in Congress, furthermore, though tacitly pledged to non-interference,
probably represented to colored people safeguards against excesses.
riots occurred when Congress was not in session.

The Snow

Finally, as long as Negroes

carried their pexw.ts of residence with them and observed all other municipal
regulations, the laws that restricted their activities also provided them
with some protection from kidnapping and unwarranted molestation.
Voluntary manumission was more frequent in Delaware and Maryland than
in the District, but here also it was not uncommon.

Kindly owners at death

might bequeath t heir slaves freedom, just as some masters provided schooling
f or the slave children of their households and willed bits of property to them

•

when freed.

More oi't,en the bondsman purchased his freedom with the savings

he accumulated by various means, usually by selling fruits and vegetables

'
r aised in the garden patch his master allowed him.

Once free, the Negro's

f i1•st concern ordinarily was to buy the freedom of members of his family.
Colored women in turn bought freedom for husbands and children.
t ake years.

The task might

People with the tenacity and ambition to accomplish it were

people of character.

Not every free Negro, to be sure, was a wholly admirable
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person.

..,

Poverty, di.acouragement and, above all, lack of recognition astres-

ponsible citizen might undennine his determinstion to live by white men's
•

standards,

Whites occasionally pointed to the crime statistics to prove

Negroes' unreliability:

half' the inmates of the pent.tentiary and jails were

colored, whereas Negroes made up leas than a third of the population at l arge.
Thieving, drunkenness and disorderly conduct were the most common charges
against them.

Although a seemingly unprejudiced witness described Washing-

ton's free Negroes as "ignorant, poor and vicious," Judge Cranch remarked of
the Methodists among them:

"Theya:-e seldom or never brought before the

criminal courts for misconduct." Among fair-minded whites the consensus was
that the Districts• free Negroes of this era "constituted a very superior
class of their race,n70
That superiority derived partly from education.

While the African

Education Society of Washington announced its intention merely "to avoid
the hindrance or discouragement of day schools for Africans,"7l individual
whites from time to time opened schools for colored children,

First in

Georgetown, later in Washington, Mrs. Mary Billing, an Englishwoman, taught
Negro children; at the end of her life two fellow countrymen carriP.d on her
work in Washington and Georgetown, while a third opened a colored school in

70 Columbian, 22 Jan, 12 Nov 31; H Doc 49, 22c, 2s, 19 Jan 33, Ser 234;
H Rpt 81, 24C, 1s, 29 Jan 36, Ser 288; H Doc 1Lo, 2,c, 2s, 2 Feb 38, Ser 326;
H Doc 89, 29C, lS, 28 Jan 46, Ser 485; E, A, Andrews, Domestic Slavery in the
United States, pp. ll9, 121-22, 127-28; ~ ~ £:2!!!! ~. 1871, PP• 19Qor.
Unless otherwise noted, all data in the following paragraphs dealing with Negro
schools and churches derive from ~ Rpt Comr Ed, 1871, pp. 196-222.
71 "Proceeding. • .of the African Education Society of Washington, 11
Pamphle~s (RBD, LC).
P• 8, Misc.
-r-
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Alexandria. Many of the District's Negro teachers of a S\)mewhat later date
received their education from Mrs. Billinglf or from the eccentric Maryland
philanthropist,Thomaa Tabbs_who taught classes outdoors when he coul'111t-t find
indoor space.

Before t he Nat Turner insurrection hardened the hearts of

white congregat ions, Sunday schools also offered opportunities to colored
people.

Two churches or ganized Sunday evening classes where adult Neg;roes

might learn to read, and e very denomination enrolled Negro children in SUDd1zy
school, at first in classes with white children, later, as the colored population increased, in separate units. That fonn of Christian endeavor ended
in 1831; thereafter only the Roman Catholic church welcomed Negro children.
Meanwhile in 1827 Father Vanlomen, priest of the Holy Trinity church in Georgetown, founded the fir st semi nary for colored girls and himself taught classes

of Negro boys.

Moreover, contrary to the assumption of later generations,

during the first thirty years of the 19th century, colored children in t he
District sometimes attended white da;y schools.
Self-respecting Negro families believed passionately in the importance
of educating their childr en.

Long unwilling to rely exclusively upon white

charity and in the 18JO ' s unable to count on help f w11 I f ine , colored people
opened and maintained schools at their oim expense.

Lack of money forced

some to close, but others replaced them; eager pupils were never wanting •
•
•

About 1822, after the Resolute Beneficial Society had had to shut its school,
Henry Smothers provided a classr oom and taught his neighbors' children fre e
of chafge; he then built a sohoolhcuae at northwest 14th and H streets where
ss many as a hundred pupils attended. When he could no longer finance the
enterprise, John Prout took it over and charged every child 12½cents a month
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•

tuition.

There John F. Cook got the training that he then put to use as a

teacher.

The school rarely had fewer than l,O pupils.

As its head in 1835

and thus a leader of the Negro COllll!lunity, Cook had to flee for his life

during the "Snow storm", but he returned a year later, reopened the school
and taught until he was ordained as Washington's first colored Presbyterian

minister in 1843. That year John Thomas Johnson, another pupil of John Prout,
started classes that T1ickly enrolled nearly 175 pupils.
schools were in operation in the meantime.
Parke Costin' s school on Capitol Hill.
house.

Five or six other

One of some note was Louisa

Louisa's father provided the school -

For twenty-four years a trusted messenger at the Bank of Washington,

Willian Costin was a remarkable man.

His father was believed to be a member

of a distinguished Virginia family and his mother, grand-daughter of a
Cherokee Indian chief, was reputedly the child of William Dandridge, father
of Martha Dandridge Custis Washington.

William Costin, by Virginia law born

free because of his Indian ancestry, bought his wife's freedom from Eliza
Custis, then Mrs. Thomas Law of Washington.
passion for service to their race.

He inspired in his daughters a

Louisa conducted her school till her

death and her younger sister carried it on until 1839.

All told, several

hundred colored children yearly obtained some schooling during the thirties,
and a still larger number during the forties •

•

In the development of a distinctive Negro community, colored churches
like colored schools played a considerable part.

In 1814 Henry Foxall's

liberality had enabled Negroes in Georgetown to build the colored Mt. Zion
Methodist Episcopal church, but for mazzy- years that remained subject to the
parent white congregation.

Complet e separation from white churches began 1n
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1820 in Washington when a group of Negroes withdrew from the Ebenezer Methodist
Episcopal church to form their own.
•

In the course of a few years they pur-

chased the building erected by Presbyterians early in the century on South
Caoitol street.

Then as every Protestant denomination began relegating its

colored members to the rear of the gallery and e,cpecting them to take communion after their white fell ows, Negroes, angered at this change in the
treatment accorded them, broke away, until mixed congregations became the
exception.

A separate Negro Baptist church appeared in 1833, and two addi-

tional Methodist churches before the end of the decade.

Colored Sunday schools

followed, designed as much to teach clu.ldren to read as to understand the
Bible.

In 1841 a group of Presbyterians met at John Cook's schoolhouse to

lay plans for a Negro Presbyterian church.

In that case wlu.te friends helped.

Su months later the Presbytery of the District of Columbia gathered in
Alexandria to accept the new church.

When the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian

church for Negroes opened its doors in 1843 and John F. Cook was ordained
its minister, whites were as impressed as Negroes at the dignity of the
ceremony. 72
These churches from the mOlllent of organization became the center of
Negro social as well as religious life.

Colored people without church affilia-

tion were likely to be of an irresponsible type more given to dicing and
•

drinking than to establislu.ng themselves as solid citizens in the Negro

•

72 Jackson, Chronicles of Georgetown, p. 214; ''Records of Proceedings
of the Presbyterian Churches in the District of Columbia, October 5, 1841Hay 2, 1842 relating to the Founding of the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian
Church for Negroes," Carter Woodson Papers (Ma D, L. c.); Centennial Sketch
of Methodism in Georgetown, p, 37.
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CO!T!Jllunity.

Class distinctions within that community developed ear'.cys

mid-twentieth century they still mark it.
•

in

Lower class Negroes apparentzy

looked up to superior colored persons as fulzy as the upper class looked
down upon the inferior.

All Negroes reserved the prefix ~. ar Mrs. for

their respected i ntelligent fellows; their leasers remained Tom and Sam or
Mary and Salzy.

The leaders were the ministers and teachers who created and

strengthened the cohesive sense of responsibility of every member of the
group for all their people in the area.

It was John Prout who presided at

the "large and very respectable" gathering at the African Methodist Episcopal
church of Washington where in 1831 Negroes repeated their earlier rejection
of the Colonization Society's program.

The meeting formally declared that

"the soil that eave us birth is our oozy true and veritable home. tt73 Determination to prove their right to remain and be acknowledged as Americans
probabzy contributed to the stress upper class Negroes placed upon exemplary
behavior.
Little by little free Negroes overcane the worst of the hostility
under which they Sllffered between 1831 and 1836.

The panic aroused among

whites in that period gradualzy subsided, and citizens slowzy came to accept
their colored neighbors with relative equanimity albeit without enthusiasm.
When William Costin died in 1843, white men as well as black attended his
•

funeral; John Quincy Adams paid him special tribute. 74 Oc~pations for free

73 Intelligencer, 4 May 31.
74

~~

Comr ~ , 11171, p. 212.
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blacks were still sharply limited and the Washington City Directory of 18u6,
unlike earlier editions, omitted all Negroes from its listingo
•

by the mid-forties life was less difficult for free Negroes in the District
of Columbia than in any of the slave states.

•

Nevertheless,

The chief threat to the looal

Negro community lay in a possible inundation of blacks from the South whose
coming might revive the fears of white men.

fl/,, -~

Social
Life and Diversions
4'jJj
..,.,.-:---.
Pastimes in the District of the thirties and early forties differed
little from the diversions of earlier years.

Negroes, hampered by the curfew,

no longer attended the theatre, and the Jockey Club races waned in popularity
till they stopped altogether in 1839, but most of the fe111ilillr simple pleasures and a few novel ones were available to everyone--fishing or swimming
in river or canal, a regatta to watch, the excitement of a balloon ascension,
and, at a cost of twenty-five cents, a look at the Sianese twins.
July

Fourth of

parades and public celebrations of other great events still provided

universal entertainnl!nt both for participants and spectators.

At the insti-

gation of the Association of Mechanics of Washington, in 1830 the city
organized an elaborate parade to mark the victory of "the working roen of
Paris" in the new French revolution. Marines and companies of the District
•

militia led the procession, and then came the President, his cabinet, and
members of the French Legation, followed by "the various Societies ••• the

,

Printers, With a Press and other apparatus, on a large car, printing and
distributing an ode written for the ~ccasion--the Cordweiners• Society, the
Hatters Society, etc., all having stages on which members were at work at
thetr respective trades."

That evening citizens who could afford tickets
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attended a ball at Carusi's Assembly Rooms.

Still more beguiling were the

parties of Indians who from time to time came to Washington on tribal business.
•

Interest in Charles King's portraits of Indian chiefs paled before the thrill
of seeing red men in the flesh.

•

In 1837 when the celebrated Black Hawk,

Chief Keokuk and some thirt y Sac and Fox braves got off the steam cars at the
B & 0 railroad depot, fascinated crowds gathered and followed them up Pennsylvania avenue to the beat of Indian drums and the wail of Sac lTIUSical instruments.

Washingtonians delightedly told of fierce Winnebsgos who, persuaded

to enter the :r:otundo of the Capitol and there seeing the frieze of Daniel
Boone slaying a savage, suddenly uttered a dreadful war whoop and raced from
the building. 75
Men in this disenfranchised city, furthennore, found a kind of vicarious
satisfaction in national party manoeuverings.

Pre-convention rallies in

Washington wer e o.ften lively affairs, whether conducted by the Central Old
Hi ckory Club, the Hsrd Cider Boys who erc>cted a log cabin on Centre Market
Square, or Henry Cla;y enthusiasts who paraded on the Avenue with "bands of
music, flags and barges of f!Very description." Regardless of the election
outcome, men, women and children looked forward to the inaugural celebration.
On 4 March 1833 bitter weather, only 11° above zero, and President Jackson' s
feeble health ruled out a parade; the President took the oath of office and

•

75 Intelligencer, 21 May 29, 13, 16, 30 Oct 30, 6 Feb 32, 16 Jun 34,
25 Feb, 4 Jul, 2 Oct 37, 11 Nov 39; ltr, William A. Graham to hie wife>
Susan Washington Graham, 6 Jul 41, William Graham Papers (SHC); Williau Quereau
Force, Picture o f ~ City 2f. Washi~ton !!ill!~ Vicinity, 1845, pp. 18-19;
Donald SRJ8Jley, ed., Domestic Manners 2f ~ Americans !!z Frances Trollope,
pp. 220-21 (hereafter cited as Trollope, Domestic ~!l,!:B).
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delivered his address in the House of Representatives and then retired to
bed.
•

In 1837, however, warm sun shone as Martin Van Buren set out for the

Capitol in a phaeton built of wood from the frigate Constitution, while a
splendid military e scort added color to the prticesaion; as in 1829, the

,

mTearing in ceremony took place on the east portico of the Capitol.

Four

ye81!'s later local Whigs arranged an enormous parade which began at the City

Hall and moved on up to the Treasury before accompanying the President-elect
on horseback to the Capitol.

To enable the crowds gathered there to see and

hear old "Tippecanoe", the inaugural cOl!lfflittee had a platform built out over
the steps, a plan followed ever since.

The most memorable feature of 4 March

1845, on the other hand, was the result of squabbles among President Polk's
supporters:

two rival balls, at the l arger of which lack of a che ckroom

produced a "chaos of cloaks and hats" which took days to untangle, while at
t he smaller to which tickets cost $10 the astonished managers discovered they
had $1000 profit; they divided the Windfall between Washingt on's two orphan
asylums. 76
Despite steam ferriea, improved roads and new bridges, social inter course among the District cities was less general than at the opening of t he

•

century.

Alexandrians now rarely took part in public functi ons north of t he

Potomac.

Their handsome 18th-century theatre was still running in the 1830 1 s,

but they could no longer "afford to be merry," Tyrone Power observed, and the

•

76 U.S. Telegraph, 5 Mar 33; Intelligencer, 6 Mar 33, 6 Mar 31; Globe,

5 Mar 45; ltrs, William A. Graham to his wife , 4 Mar, 6 Jul 41, William A.

Graham Papers (SHC); ltrl Spencer Jarnagin to his wife, Mary Jarncgin, l Ma,y
44, Jarn,;,gin Papers (SHCJ.
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popular Irish actor,who olayed to packed h0uses in Washington,noted with pique
that his name did not draw a large enough audience in Alexandria to warrant
•

a performance. Georgetown, where a few congressmen still boarded and some
government employees lived, was less aloof, but here also householders conducted their aoc:i.al affairs independent of Washington's.77
Meanwhile the upper ranks of Washington society developed a kind of
double life, when Congress was in session a routine of calls, dinner s and
receptions, in late summer and autumn a rela:xad, intimate give-and-take among
friends.

Few permanent residents had as yet built stlll'll'ller homes on the city's

outskirts, although Amos Kendall acquired a farm and Samuel Harrison Smith,
Robert Brent and Thomae Law had long had country houses in areas that would
be

densely populated parts of 20th-century Washington.

Boardinghoµae~eepers

,.

and tradesmen catering to transients doubtless dreaded the off-season, but
well-to-do people took special pleasure in the months when city reverted to
village.

As

government of fices closed at three and the customary dinner hour

was four, late s1.D111ner afternoons brought leisurely householders out for a
stroll.

The ".Avenue" turned into a gay promenade where friends and acquain-

tances exchanged greetings and news and later adjourned for tea at each others
houses.

Twice a week young and old gathered on the western terrace of the

Capitol to hear the Marine Band play.

At such times, freed of "·l;he whirl of

congressional excitement and strife," Washington was at her best.

Between

August and December tourists were few, and Citizens gratefully reclaimed the

77 Tyrone Power , Impressions of America, I, 248-5o; ltr, James Graham
to William A. Graham, l Apr J4, Graham Papers (SHC).
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City for their own 78
0

Nevertheless all Washingtonians with entree to official soeiety
acknowledged its charms.

Once the Peggy Eaton feud had worn itself out,

receptions at the White House resumed their former hospitable character, and

•

people who had been horrified at President Jackson's first inaugural recep,tion and uneasy over his relaxing his predecessors' rules of etiquette were
delighted at the elegance of his <ti,nner partieso
fusion,

11

"Such a variety and pro-

wrote a sophisticated Southerner, "and costly table furniture I

have never seen." President Van Buren, a tactful and gracious host even in
the opinion of bitter political enemiPs, oontinued the traditional "drawing
rooms" but refused inVitations except to dine With department heads and
foreign minist ers.

Soon after his inauguration, the recently widowed Mrs.

James Madison returned to live in WasrJ.ngton in the house built by her
call Lat~ette 8(Juare.
brother-in-law on Madison Place fl-<llltin8 what people nt18/Fr001 then till her
death in 1849 her house was a center of the city's social life; New Year's
callers customarily went directly from the White House to p.zy their respects
to her.79

~.xi-.I ,..•

John Tyler, hurriedly sworn in as President when ·e1ght/ -year old
President Harrison died five weeks after his inauguration, was less popular

78 M. B. Snrl.th,First Fli5ty Years, p. 376; Intelligencer, 1 Jun 38,
; Washington Metropolis, 14 Nov 39 • .

22 May 39, 23 Sep 42, 12 Jui

79 M. B. Smith, First Fortf Years, p. 306;
Graham, 19 Jan 34, Graham Papers SHC); Chevalier
Diplomat, Private Letters .!!:2!!! America during ~
dents Van Buren, Harrison~ Tyler, p. 87; Adams

ltr, James Graham to William
de Bacourt, Souvenirs 2f .!
Acininistrations of PresiMemoirs, IX, 418;-h62.
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in Washington than any of his predecessors.

His term in the White House

nevertheless afforded the official world considerable to think about and
vast amusement.

In addition to

the diplomatic triumphs--the settlement of

the northeastern boundary dispute between the United States and Britain and

•

the annexation of Texas--, the capital

saw

interesting scientific developr.1ent.s •

In 18Wi the new National 6bservetory was finished; cutting the skyline on the
hill at the river's edge west of the White House, the mighty span of the
revolVing 24- foot dome seemed to promise rapid advances in astronomy.

Hore

marvelous was Samuel Morse's "Magnetic Telegraph" tested in the Supreme Court
room in May 18hli; the crowd assembled there heard with their offl'l ears the
famous message sent in a few seconds over wires strung from Baltimore:
hath God wrought."

That year came the launching of the ·Navy's new steam-

powered cruiser the Princeton.

fl. visitor inspecting her prophesied "The

agency of steam and the large guns will in all probability produce a
in naval warfare."

"What

A week later on a trial

D:lW

era

run down the Potomac with President

Tyler and other di,gnat,tries aboard, one of the Princeton's "large guns" i n
firing a salute burst, killing several men in the party.

Among the victims

was the father of twenty-year-old Julia Gardiner whom the widowed President
had been courting.

80 Tragedy was but the prelude to comedy.

"Miss Gardiner

who you recollect was said was going to marry him /Jylei/ has kicked the old

•

man," wrote Senator Jarnagin to his wife. Reminding her of Mr. Gardiner's

•

8o Ltr, William Graham to his wife, 14 April 41, Graham Papers (SHC);
Force, Picture of Washington, pp. 47-48; Diary of John Houston Bills, 20 Mar
46 (SHC); ltr, James Irvin to James M. Bell, 21 Feb Wi, Janes Bell Papers
(Duke Univ); Intelligencer, 29 Feb, 27, 28, 29 May 44; Alexandr-la Gazette,
9 Oct 44.
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death, Jarnagin added, "it is believed by many, if he had lived, he would
have made his daughter marry old Tyler to get the Collectorship at New York
for himself."

But in July the fifty-six year old President brought his bride

to the White House.

There, seated in a large arm chair on a raised platform

in the Blue Room, young Mrs. Tyler received guests st formal receptions.
Adopting the ceremonial of Windsor Castle, she had each guest announced as
he came into the presence,
horses drew her carricge.

When she took the sir, two spanking pairs of
No First Lady before or after Julia Tyler caused

such a buzz of talk. 81
In 1834 Congreseman James Graham in writing of Washington's gaieties
remarked:

"l very rarely meet any of

Jey

colleagues at the parties.

appear to be afraid of the urbanity of City colllpany,"

They

Scores of men, unwilling

or unable to mingle with "city company" were, in Tyrone Power's observation,
without''better means of keeping off emui than gin-sling or the gaming table."
Ganbling, while by no means confined to members of Congeess, thus becsme a
standard diversion,

One congressman reported a loss of $3500, nearly nine

monthi.s salary, in a single night of pla;y,

After 1829 the theatre provided

some addition~
, distraction, for companies then pleyed during the winter season
instead of only on summer tour,

Mrs. Trollope described the auditoril:Jm as

"very small and most attonishingly dirty and void of decoration," but a new

•

building erected in 1835 on the site of tre present day National Theatre

81

Ltr, Spencer Jarnagin
(SHC); Intelligencer, 3 Jul 4h;
~ Things ~ Washington during
Jesse Benton Fremont, Souvenirs

to Mary Jarnagin, 19 Apr 44, Jarnagin Papers
Laureace A. Gobright, Recollections of Men
~ Third 2f .! Century, p. 67 (RBD, L. c:T;
of~ TiJlle, p. 99 •

•

•
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contained tiers of boxes "embellished with sketches in imitation bas-relief
and surroWlded by correspondent ornaments, representing brilliant events
,

•

in, ••maritime history and discovery." But the theatre season was short and
repertoires were limited.

Loneliness still lay in wait for men separated from

their wives and families.

Even the ren who joined in the winter 1 s round of

festivities often wearied of their sai,ieness.
more guests than their houses would hold,

Hostesses habitually invited

?-lustaches, 'Whiskers, enaulettes,

11

stars and ribbons are badges of a Washington party. •

..

The ladies sport

a chain or braid around the head, with a jewel on the forehead,

.And all

waltz like children's tops." But, Senator Graham explained, "it is a congregation in a great meaeure of strangers who never met before, and don't care
(most of them) if tJ.--,,,y never meet again, 11

However much women liked it, this

0,,

was not"-satisfying ii.et

week

in and week out for the male of the species.

the m:l.d-f'orties a nUlllber of congressmen began to see the solution:

In

abandon

the congressional mess, rent a house or hotel rooms and bring wife and children to Washington for the winter.

Such an arrangement was expensive, and

not everyone thought it desirable.

By 1846, however, 19 of the 52 senators

and 72 of the 227 representatives had their wives or entire families in
Washington.8 2

•
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The Looks of t he C1t,r
Tvent,y-three year,, of srm,tb cl\ansed. Washington •• appearance 1n 1IUl1\Y
particulars .

:new

SoVernment buildinse, the oomplet1on of the C1t;y Ball, e

number of handsome new hOW1es, partio11larq 1n the vicinity of Leif~ette Square

end the White Howse, end nine new Ohl.ll'ohee, combined to give d1en,1t,y to parts of

,

the city,

The new TreaaUI7 bll1ld1ng that replaced the one b!ll'lled 1n 18}}, waa,

to be Sl.ll'e, so l ocated that it inteXT1.1pted the eweep of the Avenue from the Capitol
to t he White Jiow,e, f or Congrees concluded that efficiency required uae of t he old
Treaau:17 sit e and President Jackson, left to choose the aroh1tectural design, untortunateq accepted Robert Mi lle • which s trung the buildins lengtbliis e along 15th
s treet.

Mille defended bis work cy point inG t o the d1ff1oulcy of reconciling the

C()ll8re881onal demand for econal\Y with the TreastU7 1s need for 114 rooms 1n a baildirlG
on a narrow lot, but the structure nevertheless constituted the finJt deliberate

break with L'Enf-ant•e original plan.

Like the TreaaUI7, the new General Poat Office

on northwest E and 7th streets and the Patent Of'f1ce to the north suffered f rom
lack: of space around them, but the Patent Office, its portico a replica of t he

Parthenon, commanded universal adlil1rat1on.

Dea1sned cy the gif ted Willim P.

Elli ott , the noble proportion.a and t he broad flight of steps leedill8 LIP t o t he
columns of the main F etreet entrance EJJVG the building a etatelinees bard to 1m
1mag1ne after 20th centlll)' obangea sheared off the stepe.

Bobert Mille, by l.8}6

architect of public buildSnss, saperv1sed the calStruotion.

In the earq 1840•a

the botanical e,arden occupied the north part o f the Patent office square; s ince
the Columbia IDlltitu.te, ?v then def1211ot, had never developed the plot on the Mall,
the Comnissianer of Patents, responsible for the aovel'nlllent•a extensive collection
of p lants, placed the aovemment greenbou.se and sarden ad,1acent to hie bee.dguarters. 8}

8} Ji Rpt 7}7, 25C, ~, 29 Mar }8, Ser }}5; Ji Doc }8, 25C, ~, 21 Dec } 7 , Ser }22;
For ce, Piotlll'e of We.ahmgtco. For a l1st1118 or the chl.lrohea and dates of their
bu1ld11l8, see Br.ran, Nati onal Capi tal, II, l.88-90, 265n,
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Visttors to Washington o.i'ten divided most of their sightseeing between
the Patent Office with its garden and the Capitol.

The fencing and planting

of the Capitol grounds enormously enhanced the appearance of Capitol Hill.
On the west terrace rose the Tripoli monument to the heroes of the war with
the Barbary pirates; the column, brought from the Navy Yard in 18Jl, stood in
t :1e center of a stone-faced reservoir that fed water into t he Capitol.

After

1843 the colossal marble statue of Washington which Congress had coDDnissioned
of Horatio Greenough occupied part of the lawn on the eastern front.

Although

"t he spectator will always be shocked at the nudity of the figure," everyone
agreed upon the suitability of some memorial to the first President, and
until the Washington Monument Society, organized in 18,3S , raised money enough
t o start the Washington Monlll!lent, Greenough's twenty-ton figure must suffice.
Money spent on planting trees along Per_,nsylvania avenue and improving the
President's square further redeemed th€ one-time bedraggled looks of that
s egment of government property.

The city's appearance gained, moreover, from

well-tended private gardens, even when they were fenced or walled off from
t he eyes of the curious passerby.

Mayor Peter Force, in the l8JO 1 e still

affecting knee breeches and ruffled shirts, daily walked among the lilies and
lilacs of the garden adjoining his house on D street.

And scores of other

well- to-do citizens lavished care upon their flowers and shrubs. 84
Much of the city, on the other hand, including both federal and privately
owned land, was still unticl;y in the extreme.

Unpaved streets, some wit hout

84 Diary of John H. Bills, 9 Jul 45, (SHC); Jeannie Trees Rives,
"Old-time Places and People in Washington, " CHS, Rec, III, 73; Intelligencer,
JO May 29, 22 Oct bl, lli Apr 43, 14 Sep '16; Watterston, New Guide, 1842;
H Rpt 776, 29C, 1s, 13 Jul 46, Ser 491.
-
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sidewalks, pools of stagnant water, and vacant lots used as dlllllps disfigured
some part of every section of Washington.

The Centre Market on the square

where the National Archives stands today was a shambles of filth and disorderliness.

Sheds and lumber yards lined the Washington canaJ. 1and the Mall beyond

was an unsightly stretch of marsh. Tyrone Power marvelled in the 18,30 1 s at
"the utter indifference with which Americans look upon the e:icceedingly unworthy
condition of their capital."

In 1840, the Chevalier de Bacourt, French

minister to the United States, complained of the "continuaJ. uproar" at n:ight,
"the reason for which is that the inhabitants aJ.1 own cows and pilss but no
stables, and these animals wander about all day and night through the city."
When he enquired why the city tolerated this nuisance, a senator assured him
that most .American cities relied upon pigs to scavenge refuse; to bar ths!tl
from the streets would be disastro~ as "nothing was more convenient or conducive to health." If few citizens felt equaJ. comiaacence, fewer still
relished criticism from outsiders.

Sensitivity to foreigners' disparagement

was not peculiar to Washington.and most Europeans obviously tho1l{lht all
•
.Americans much alike~ but derogatory comment from fellow Americans was peculiarly irritating to tupayers keenly aware of the handicaps of having hal.f
the property in the capital federally owned end hence ta:ic~free.

"Poor Washing-

ton seems to be an eternal butt for the small wits of our country" remarked
•

one man" •• •no newspaper paragrephist, or scribbler of sey sort, can visit
our city for a few brief months without eiving his'first impressions ' of i ts
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locality, the style of its architecture, its society, manners, customs, etc."
Washington w:t.zt 1; l acked the compactness and relatively finished air of

.

-

older communities like Philadelphia and Cl1arlesto°>but no American city of
the period was

'Hi thout

eyesores
and none of comparable sue could boast of
.
I

much greater orderliness. 85
Character of the Population
Americans impelled to set down their "first impressions" of the capital
rarely attempted analyses of the city's inhabitants.

Still less did visitors

bother to characterize residents of Georgetown and Alexandria who seemc,d
after all little different from householders of other small Southern river
t owns of equal antiquity.

One of the few writers to discuss Washingtonians

as people listed four types, "those who keep congressional boarders and • ••
t '1e subordinate officers of gove:rnment;

• secondly the laboring class;

thirdly what may be called the better sort; and fourthly the free Negroes."
J\nne Royall pronounced the "decided traits of the bulk of t he citizens" in

1824 to be "ignorance, impudence and pride." But she observed:

''Perhaps

no body of people can he found equal to the number in which there is less
similarity than in Washington." Had she known northern cities better her
comments might have run differently.

Certainly twenty years later every big

Atlantic seaport and dozens of rapidly growing inland cities contained a f ar
larger proportion of foreign-born than did the capital.

In the early

<J;hirti_-eB

85ne Bacourt, Souvenirs of .! Diplomat, pp. 62-63, 72, 157; Power,
Impressions of America, I, 264-~; Intelligencer, 23 Aug 32, 3 Feb, 20 Jun
34; l Apr, 2b0ct 35.
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I tishmen imported to dig the C & 0 canal added a slight foreign tinge, and
enough Gennans to organize St. Mary's Gennan Catholic church had come byt he mid-forties. 86 But the population of all three District cities was st i ll
preponderantly native American.

The one other pronounced difference between

Washington and cities in the rest of the United States was her seasonal expansion and contraction.

Co~ressmen and their hangers-on were part-time

r esidents. While New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore also saw streams of
t ransients, nowhere was their coming so predictabl e as in Washington or their
i nfluence so uncertain.

86 Anne &yall, Sketches of History, Life and Manners in the United
States, pp. 155-57; Columbian, 23 Mar 30.

Ol/•P'rffl V

THli' EYE OF THE TYPHOON, 1846-186o

-

In the years between the Mexican war and the el<?ction of Pbraham
Lincoln in the autumn of 1860 Americans confronted the double challenge of
enormously expanding economic opportunity and intensifying conflict over
slavery.

Men who had opposed the war and denied that "our Manifest Destiny"

was "to overspread the continent" shared in the excitement of exploiting the
new terri tory which the oeace treaty added to the United States.

In 1849

the discovery of golo in California heightened that excitement.

The Oregon

country was already drawing new settlers.

From every mDjor city in P.merica

during the 1850' s iron rails crept out in a spreading network to build new
commercial empires.

In older sections of the oountry Vigorous manufacturing

enterprises were laying the foundations of an industrial nation.

A growing

population, multiplying naturally and by a swelling tide of immigration from
F.urope, was peool ing a vast hinterland, simultaneously increasing national
output and creating wider ma r kets.

Although reckless speculation and over-

rapid expansion brought a severe depression in 1857, before the end of 1859
the business cycle was again moving rapidly upward,

Yet year by year the

shadow of the slavery controversy grew steadily longer and blacker.
"The slavery question," wrote a young Washington business man in the
summer of 1848, "is here the all-absorbing topic of the day."1

During the

next two years t he fight in Congress over the extension of slavery into

1 Ltr, Benedict J, Semmes to Jorantha Jordan, 2h Jul 48, Semmes
Mss (SHC).

......

--
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the territory acqUired from MeXico threatened to burst the bonds of the

.-•

Union.

The Compromise of 1850 averted th?t catastrophe without resolving

the problem, for the South felt it had given more than it won when it agreed
to the admission of California as a free state and the prohibition of the
slave trade in the District of Columbia, while the North found its own concession, a new Fugitive Slave law, increasingly hard to swallow.

Scarcely

had the acts that made up the compromise passed than both sections of the
country were voicing deep dissatisfaction.

In Congress the struggle resumed

in 185h over the territorial organization of Kansas and Nehraska, sharpened
in 1856 over the settlement of "Bleeding Kansas," reached a new peak of
bitterness in the North with the Suoreme ::Curt decision in the Dred Scot
case in 1RS7, and two years later nroduced the Violence of John 'flrown 1 s
raid at Harpers Ferry.

Through this succession of crises, public opinion
deeper

North and South crystallized, swiftly cutting the gulf/between the sections,
Washington, the battleground of the legislative fight, nevertheless
•.

benefited from the nation's growing material prosperity,

Situated though

she was in a commercial backwash, she acquired new importance simply because
she was the CS])ital.

Specul?tion in public lands inevitably had its head-

quarters in the city where Congress determined the disposition of the public
domain,

The location of the General Land Office here gave citizens of

Washington, and of Georgetwon too, special openings.

If currency and banking

were no longer primary national issues, new tariff laws :ind land grants to
interstate railroads could make or brel!k enterprises in spots remote from the
PotO!llac.

While state governments thought of themselves

BS

sovereign and

their senators in W11shington as emissaries of those sovereignties, promoters
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of great enterprises were coming to view state lines as mere paper obstructions to be wiped out by manipulating the general government.

'ro a greater

degree than ever before, the capital became the arena in which ambitious
men fought for official favors for ·themselves and their clients.

Consequently

when business slumped elsewhere, activity in the District rather increased
than shrank.
National pride in the meantime was expressing itself in adding to the
public buildings in Washington, and, through organizat:ion of the Smithsonian
Institution, seeking to turn "the seat of empire" into a center of /\merican
culture where the works of artists, writers and scientists wnuld add to the
lustre of other national achievements.

While Congre:,,s, in endeavor to

strengthen national unity and enhance national prestige, discussed what the
Smithsonian could and should do for all the United States, \-.ashingtonians
began to envision a new role for the city.

Some men still hoped to see her

become the chief 11 eMporium" of the continent, but others gradually put to

·-

one side their concern for co,mercial preeMinence and almost unconsciously
substituted as their first aSpiration the transformation of the city into a
combination of ancient"Athens., Victorian London and too best of artistic
Paris. 2 1-:aterial wealth and influence could indeed go hand in hand with
leadership in the realm of art and science, but only if an enduring Union
ensured an enduring national caoital.
Hence the More violent and outspoken the sectional hostility in the
rest of the country, the more discreet the citizens of thP District of

2 E.g. Wa~hington Saturdr. Evening ~ , 30 Jun 47, 6 Aug .53, 1
Nov 57 (hereafter cited es News.
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Columbia became.

Whatever opinions about Southern rights they voiced within

t he four walls of their homes, men no longer aired their ideas unguardedly
•

•

i n ouhlic.

Denuncifltion of the 11 isnpudence" of free Negroes in Washington

ceased to appear in the local press after the early 1B5o•s.

Citizens dis-

cussed plans for new railroads, talked of the spread of juvenile delinquency,
and took strong oositions on city politics, but they were noncommittal on the
race question.

Abide by the law, but say not•1ing, do nothing, that might

upset the precarious balance.

The fiercer the storm blew roundabout, at

the cen1,1,tthe greater the quiet.
typhoon,

It was like the stillness flt the eye of a

?lot until the ~nuhlican victory in Novemher 1P6o thre8tened to

change a repressible into an irreoressihle conflict did citizens of the
Cistrict of Columbia aC!llit that the time for voiceless inaction might have
passed.

Economic Plans and Achievements
•

Attempts to Promote Industry
In the spring of 1846 Washington's main purpose in sponsoring a
national fair held apparently been to displ ay her business potentialities and
attract investment capital to the city.

If the strater,y worked at all, it

did not tako the desired forn of launching new industri~l ventures in
WasM.ngton .

Throughout the United States of the 1840 1 s most communities

still depended upon local money to finance local enterprise.

In the

District of Columbia such large accumulations of canital ns existed were
.....-t-:.J,.

controlled by banking llnd brokerage firms/had bigger game in view than aey
Washingt on er Georgetown could offer.

Deals in wi>stern li>nds and loans to
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influential politicans obviously promised greater rewards:
advertised thPy could make 40% to 6o% for their clients,

•
•

District brokers
At the end of the

Mexican war large scale land speculation and its frequent accompaniment,
investment in railroads, drew off money from the Di.strict,

The banking house

founded in 1843 by lll', 11. Corcot'M and George Riggs, Jr., for example, after
making a handsome profit on negotiating the government loan to finance the
war, purchased large tracts of limd in Wisconsin and Kansas, anrl, whe:1 the

partnership r!issolved in 1~5L, each m::in singly or with other assocj.ates bought
thousands of acres in Illinois, l-'.ississippi and Iowa.

\-Jhile Corcoran also

bought some real estate in Washington and Georgetown, he no longer had an
inter est in local commerce or manufacturing.

The "big money" men l.n the

District invested their funds elsewhere,3
With little capital and no available water power., ~·ashinrton ' s industrial enterprises in midcentury were few in number and generally small-scale.
In 1850 two printing establishments, John Rives' which oublished the Con-

·-

gressional Globe, and Ritchie & Co., were capitalized at $50,000 and ~35,000
respectively; Rives ran four, Ritchie six, steam-powered presses.
?'.cDermott had f-.30,()(X) invested in his carriage making shop.

William

But otherwise,

unless thP \~ashington Monument Society with S96,000 of capital be counted, no
average was
firm was capitalized at more than S20,om, and the/a5,0()(), Those figures

3 Paul Gates, "Southern Imrestl>lent in t,orthPr Lends," Journal of
Southern History, V, No. 2 (?-,iay, 1939}, pp. 16L-84, and Gates,"struggle
for Land and the Irrepresf'ible ';onnict," Political Scie~ Qua-terly, LXVI
(June 51), pp, 2L8-71; HR.pt 6L8, 36~, 1S, pp. 511-lZ, Ser
; ~lexandria
Gazette, 9 Apr u6; \'1ashinr,ton Directory, 1843, 1846; Intelli~enc:er, 3 Mar 47;
Corcoran Letter Press Brok, No. 19, 21 Feb 61, and pp. 474,7 (Ns L. C.),

.,,.__

-
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co:11 was not ~.~t nbun,Jant or che:>, in
;-,n,t

•

the• 1:;,,vy Y;-,rd wer <" e( uinned with

<'S -,j n•

1'0fll('J

ton.

'l'he r,ovprnm<'nt rrspn,il

l'l-"Chj nns and tor.ether

hNl

1,everal

hunrired men on their n11yrolls, but of the pri v,itpl y-owned pl;-,nts only ten- fl)ur orinters' , thrf'P foundries, ;, hre~-:ery, ;, lur>h<'r Mi l l :>nd

;1

rr?chine st·on-- usecl

l'M">loyed :>s

0

nythinr- hut ~:innouer.

Only 1:itchie , : "

'°·

tl·e n<•xt <lf'C,t><ie t1'f' rrowt•1 o · : ·:,sh · npton ' s nonul, ti on em:-n-i,-,-i
0

r:-rket :>nrl hr oueht :>bout sone incr,..nr,-, in nrorluction.

small

v,"

loc:>l

Py V'6n thirty-four

firms, ui-i~ co. 1 hronr ht clown thf' Ches:-pr:,ke ;-,r.rl 0.hio c;,rn,1, h;,d j_~tnll ed
0

steam encinc>s.

'rhe \·iashinet on Bret:nry in "o· f'Y not tom, the P;,ldt:in sash

;ind blind fact ory :>nd John •tives ' printing house had each l'n ;,nnunl output
v?lu<'d nt over -'75,010, ancl twelve newspapers, five of them dailies, were
c>ublishinp: in \!as>iinrt0n.

C'n thn other h;,nd, Lnshy' s shipyard, i cl<instry' s

foundry :ind sever:>l other entflr!1rises of w'1ich "Jror,oters h,0 d ;,t one tj me
exoecterl much hnd d~nndlPd in i1'1nort;,nce or di~anoeared.
hlow was the tr;m~forrn:-ti on of t he eovernmer.t ;,r~en:-rl fr,:;rn

•

I still r.r eater
.i

rnanufnctill"ing

:>rmory into a stornge deoot ::ind the decline of ship buildint, Pt the Navy
Y;,rd .

"ln vieu of the cr<'at eXD<"nse r-nd inconvenience Pt~endinf' the

hui '.dim, r>nd ec;uinni nr, o.,· sr•ins ?t ,, ">Oint s, (!ist;,nt from thf' sE'n, :>nd the
del;,ys consequent, on the difficnlti<'s of ~ettinr; !'"iioi- tn i"E'P," thP i., •-y
0

De'l, rtment rE'co,~rencled in
0

Hlf-n th;,t the 'i:>shin,ton V.ord M:>ke only ;,nchors,

nrim:-rrily h;-ondicr.ift nr oduction of house' old wares, clothj.nr,, ;-,nd huild• ne
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sup~lies for local customers.4
Georgetown, t hanks to the C &. 0 Company's permission to draw
surplus water from the canal, in 1850 boasted three flour mills, a cracker

•

factory, a tan bark mill, a saw mill and a cotton factory, which all ran
at least partzy on water power,

In the county shove Georgetown three

addi tion;il flour mills used water oower.

The cotton factory built in 1846

represented the largest industrial venture.

Caoitalized at eB5,()f)(), the

company employed 1L4 people to tend its 2560 spindles and 84 looms.

Though

onzy two of the city's other firms hDd over t l0,000 of capital, the three millers
each reported an annual product valued at more than ( 100,000.

In spite of

this promising heginning manufacturing shrank during the 18$0• s.

The

Pioneer Cotton Factory reduced operations, one flour mill went out of
business and only one of the two surviving milling establishments ground
as much as $$0,000 worth of flour annually.

All told, whether because of

insufficient capital, too small a force of skilled labor or inadequate
•

shipping facilities, the District could clai m little industrial progress in
a decade and a half in which factories were multiolJ/:i.ng throughout the North,5

•

4 F.numerators' returns for ~venth anr! Fip.hth u.s. Census, lf\,O and

1800 (Mss microfi1m, hereafter citeri as mss, mf, L, C,); News, 24 Jul 47, 22
Feb 51, 6 Aug 53; Frederick Law Olmsted,~ Journey in th~aboard Slave
States in ~ Years 11'153-1854 (1904 ed. ), I, i4~15; ~aily National !k!!, 9
Jan 54 \hereafter cited as Ntl Era); II Ex Doc 34, 3 c, lS, 2 Mar 6o, p.
75, Ser 1048.
-

5 Enumerators' returns for Seventh and Eighth U.S. Census, 1850 and
1860 (mss mf, L. C.); News, 15 ~,ay 47, 22 l'iar 51, 26 Jun 52; Georgetown
~vocate, 31 M;i:r, 4 llpr, 3 Oct 46, 28 /o.ug 48; Anl Rpt Sec/Int, H Ex Doc
l, 31~, 2S, 12 Oct 50, p. 316, Ser 595. (Hereafter annual reports of the
Secretary of the Interior will be cited only by year and serial number.)
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ftttempts !:2_ ";xpann Commerce~ Improve Transoortation
The commercial dP.velopment of the ffistrict was only less disappointing,
In 1841 when sailing vessels were still the principal common carriers> Charles
Lyell, the famous English geologist, observed that "the estuary of the
Potomac is so long and winding that to ascend from its mouth to Washington
is said often to take as long as to cross from Liverpool to the moubh of the
river. 116 That circumstance, he suggested, denied to vlashineton and Georgetown the commercial advantagPs of other cities at the head of tide water.
! f Lyell's specific data were faulty, the fact remained that Baltil!IOre's

easier accessibility for ships,her superior port facilities and her rail
connections with the West syphoned off the foreign and coastwise trade the
Potomac cities wanted,

For Georgetown, moreover, the problem of the silting

up of the channel above the Long Bridge became yearly nore ecute.
shipoers blamed the locatjon of the bridge Md causeway.

Her

Washinetonians

ins;;.sted that the bridge was not an ohstruction, an·! cirmy engineers ootnted
•

out that deforestation of the upper valley caused a steady downwash of soil
that built up mud hanks at the bend of the river below Georgetowni

•

the

only solution was constant expensive dredging. 7 But since the Eastern
Branch was deep enough for ocean-going vessels and during the Mexican war
the Secretary of War had contracted with several local firms to ship supplies

6 Charles Lyell, Travels in North America in the Yea~s lBul-42, with
Geological Observations on the United States, Canadaand Nova Scotia, I, 103.

---

---

7 Resolutions, in Georgetown Ordinances, 6 .1-,ar, 6 Nov, 27 Dec u7; H
Ex Doc
C 1S 12 J~n hR Ser 16· .;onr; Globe, 32C, 2S, 19 Feb 53, pp.
72 -28, 3LC, 1S, 2 ar , po . 99-701; Ne~, 26 Jun 52, R Jan 53; ptns,
H31A-FL.5, 1 Feb 50, H32A, .i;·5,6, 19 Jan ~ The Leeislative unit of the
National Archives contains for the decade 18l.i7-57 scores of petitions begging
for removal of the Long Bridge or for its continued use. Th, pieces cited
here are merely samples. H F.x Doc 22, 31C, lR, 24 Jan 50, Ser 576;
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to Key West and Texas, llashington was more hopeful.
day when steamships would replace sailing ships.

She looked to the

In 1849 a letter to the

Intelligencer asserted ~th~t the prompt and unobstructed arrival of the
Hecate ( a British steamship), and he'!" ancJ,orinc within gunshot distance of
the 0apitol before her presence was even suspected, is a nractical refutation of all the reports which have tended to give our noble river a character
of impracticability. 118
Unhappily neither steam freighters nor sailing vessels could make the
District cities busy commercial ports as long as a thinly settled, relatively
infertile hinterland produced scanty surpluses and manufacturing lagged.
As mercantile firms that had begun life in the area transferred their
business to Baltimore, New York or the West, t rade in the District became
aJJ-toat exclusively local.

Fa:nns in the neighborhood supplied the cities•

public markets with fruit, vegetables, milk, butter, pork and some beef;
shopowners imported via New York French 'Wines, Parisian milli nery and fine
English woolens and laid in stocks of Kentuc}ty Bourbon, Maryland rye and
cheap New England cottons; hut lack of outgoing shipments created CO!lllner•

cial imbalance.

Occasionally local craftsmen accused the buying public of

a snobhish perversity in preferring to purchase articles from New York or
Baltimore; merchants assigned the sta1mation of tr,ide to irresponsible
banking practices and bankers blamed congressional currency restrictions.
But most people knew that until the District 112d other commodities than
political news to sell, commerce would not expand.9

8 H Ex Doc 46, 29C, 2S, 19 Jan

49, Ser 499; Intelligencer, 22 Dec 49.

9 News, 6 Nov, 18 Dec L7, 22 Apr 48, 16, 30 Nov So, 13, 16 Oct 52;Co~,
Globet 33c, 1s,21 Dec 53, p. 7h, 33c, 2s, 19 Dec SL, pp. 115-91, .i'pp, 27
Dec 5, p. 376; S Rnt 29, 35C, lS, 28 Jan 58, Ser 938.
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In 1847 and 1~48,

RS

the C & 0 can;il neared the coal fields about

Cumberland, men reluctant to rely solely on government patronage revived
the twenty-year-old dream of making Washington and Georgetown the principal
•

outlet for Maryland coal.

Hopefully they ignored the fact that the B & o

railroad, which had reached Cumberland in 1842, was able to run in winter
as well as sUill!ler and had already turned Balti.lltore into the chief coal
entrepot of the region.

Uneasy, however, lest the aqueduct and /tlexandria

canal carry the bulk of the trade in prospe~t to Alexandria, Washington and
Georgetown merchants clamored for fresh public supPort:

"Citizens, arouse

from ycur supineness, awake from your lethargy, and the~ of prosperity
is at hand!" While some Georgetowners again agitated for retrocession to
Maryland_ others petitioned Congress for aid in dredging the harbor , persuaded the city to vote some tax money for improving navigation and for a
time talked of a municioal investment of some rs0,CY>O for ;i new canal boat
outlet
basin with/locks to the river. Washinrton businessmen and t he city councils
similarly discussed feverishly alternative schemes for exploiting the long
awaited completion of the C & 0.10
The sorry fact was that in spite of all the elaborate planning md
earlier spending, in 1849 neither city had in readiness a usable canal boat
basin or outlets by which barges could reach wharves in deep water.

Silt

10 Intelligencer, 2 Jul, 27 Oct 47, 24 Sep 49; News, 9 Oct 47, 4
~ar 48; Georgetown Advocate, 13 Oct, 22, 29 Dec 49, l Jan So; Resolutions
in Georgetown Ordinances, 10 Aor 47, S Feb 48, 29 Seo 49; H Mis Doc 49,
JlC, lS, 24 Jul 50, Ser 581; Cong Globe, 32.J, lS, 12 Apr 52, p, 1046, J4C,'
1S, 11 Aug 56, P• 2018; Washington ~ • 29 Jul, 30 Sep, 27 Dec 47, 26 Apr,
11, 18 Dec 48, and !t.aycr's .Rpt, 14 /tug 48, p. 131.

226
had filled the basin in Rock creek and the canal extension to the foot of
the President's Square, while constant tidal wash from both the Potomac
and the Eastern Branch had griidually made the Washington canal useless
except at high tide,

Proposals for dredging the Washington canal to a depth

of at least four feet at low water in order to take barges through the city
to the Eastern branch met with count.er proposals for new waterway along
Virginia avenue or a sea wall from 17th street to the Long Bridge mich
supposedly would open up the Potomac channel and permit coast-wise vessels
to pick up coal from barges at the 17th street canal teminus,

In 1849

Congress settled the matter by aopropriating $20,000 for clearing the city
canal where it passed through the public grounds, on condition that the
municipality dredge the rest of th:! three-mile stretch,

Work on deepening

the canal its entire length began soon sfterward. 11
The ::; & O canal reached Cumberland in October 1850. Two weeks later
a barge laden with e:aM eighty_tons of coal docked at the Navy Yard.

11

It

is much to be regretted, n the Washington ~ noted, "that, owing to the
bad condition of the so-called Basin at Georgetown, as well as that of our
city canal ( the progress of which has been so unaccountably delayed) it.
was necessary to use a Steamer to tow the Boat from the outlet of the Canal
to the Navy Yard."

Indeed the basin was never fully restored and, in spite

of the thousands of dollars spent on dredging>some stretches of the Washington canal became impassible almost as soon as the first round of work ended
in 1852.

For two or three years boa:~s drawing up to 3 l/2 feet of water

11 News, 19 Feb, 25 Mar, 12 f.UB , 1,<;, 23, 30 Sep 48· Intelligencer,
16, 27 Oct, 3, B, 15 Nov 48, 12, 16 Nov 49; H Ex Doc 5, 38c, 2s, 7 Dec
6h, Ser 1223; Washington~. 2 Feb 49; ptn, S30P-H6, 25 May 49.
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passed from 17th s·t.reet as far east as the Centre Market and fro!'l the
Eastern Branch north to the Nall, but before 1856 the intervening section
along the foot of Capitol Hill was unnavigable.
•

Pleas to Congress for an

appropriation to connect the canal with the James creek which entered the
Eastern Branch just above the arsenal grounrls on Greenleafs Point met with
no response, although the petitioners urged that the cut 1-R:luld not only
ensure free passage for boats but, by draining the swampy land adjacent to
the creek, improve the health of the city.

Congress and a good many

Washingtonians in the mid-fifties concluded the city's canal project a
failure.

Barges moved through the aqueduct over the Potomac and on to

Alexandria or discharged their cargoes in Oeorretown for transshipment,
but the few boats that nosed their way along the Washin{!ton canal to the
coal and lumber yards on its banks west of the Centre Market represented
civic disillusionment.

After 1855 COlll!lerce depended upon river boats and

land transport. 12
Yet not until 1853 did Washington businessmen give serious consideration to developing railroads as an alternative to water transport.

In 1R47

a letter couched in flowery language had suggested that the city, standing
"in the centre of a vast system of improveMents ••• has only to tap them,"
and that a railroad connecting Washington with Fredericksburr. would hasten
the moment "foreshadowed by General Washington, who looked upon this city

12 Washington Acts, 5 Dec SO, 19, 26 Apr, l May, 25 Aug 51, 23 Jul,
21 Oct, 18 Nov 52, h Jan, 25 Mar, 3 Jun, 16 Aug, ·t, 13, 21 Oct, 15 Dec 53,
27 Mar, 27 Apr 51.i, 11.i Oct 58, 12 Nov 59, 12 Nay 6o and Mayor's rpts, 3 Aprf'f,J,f, 11,~1.e~
30 Oct 5h, pn. ~ , 151-63, 3 Mar 56, pp. 127-41; Sanderlin, National
Project, p. 18o; ptns, S31A-H5, 2h Sep 5o and S32A- H4, 28 Jan 52; News,
3 Nov L9, 23 Mar, 27 Apr, 5, 19 Oct, 2 Nov 50, 26 J•pr 51, 20 Nov 52, 2 Jul
53, 11 Feb Su, 20 Oct 55; Star, 2 fpr, 26 Nov 58, 28 Sep, 8 Oct 60.
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to be in the future the greft metropolis of the Union."

Ale:irnndria was

already urging the Vir ginia legislature to ch~rter a railroad from the
•

,

southen1 end of the Long Bridge to Parkersburg at the head of "perpetual
navigation" on the Ohio river, a road that not only would bring Alexandria
prosperity but "would quiet forever agitations respecting the removal of the
seat of Government • • • •

The many advantages of this route over all others

thicken so fast to the reflective mind that it would be a task to state
them." Virginia chartered the Orange and Ale1r.andria railroad in 1848 to
run to Manassas and thence west and four years later another railroad to
connect Alexandria with the main lines to the south.

But Washington merchants,

whether lacking "the renecti ve mind" or merely l;:icking cash and credit,
delley'ed concerted efforts to pursue any comparable plan. 13
Meanwhile the city fathers, instead of seeking additional means of
communication with the outside world, div:i.ded their energies between pushing
work on the Hashington canal and carrying on a running fight wit h the B & o
railroad over fares to and from Baltimore)

The company's refusal to PBiY

Washington taxes, and the location of a new depot.

The city lost the

battle for taxes and reduced fares, though perhaps she consoled herself with
t he idea that cheaper rates on the B & 0 would only take more business to
Baltimore and aggravate the already alarming tributary relationship of
Washington to northern cities.

The long-drmm out disagreement over a depot

within the city limits came to an end in 18$2.

Until then, Washington, like

New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore, refused to pemit locomoti ves

13 I ntel l i gencer, 23 Jul 47; News, 24 Jul 47, 20 Nov 52. See
Legal History 2f ~ Southern Railway ~ s tem, pp.

to run
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into the city.

Locomotives on the B & 0 1 s hranch line to Washington stopped

outside the city lilllits and horses hitched to the "steam cars" drew passengers
•

and freight to the sheds at 2nd street and Pennsylvania avenue.

When the

company at last agreed to erect a depot on New Jersey avenue at C street
northwest and in August 1852 opened the brownstone building complete with a
seventy-foot quadrangular tower, sky-lighted hall and "elegantly furnished
dressing rooms, supplied with mirrors, sofas, water closets of peculiar
construction, and numerous little comforts," only then did the discovery
that the tax-free B & O had increased its local business "at least fivefold"
in a year prod the city into taking steps to introduce a competing railroad, 14
vJhile the municipal councils of Washington were belatedly nutting
out tentative feelers for connections with the •ranee

&

Alexandria railroad,

Georgetown hurriPdly enlisted congressional approval of a railroad to run
west from her limits to s junction with the B & 0 tracks at Point of Rocks,
Maryland, near Harpers Ferry,

That route would bring freight direct from

the West into the smaller city, freeing her from vassalage to her larger
•

neighbor.

For that reason Washington took no interest in the project,

In

1853 Maryland chartered the western section under the neme of the Metropoli.tan Railroad and Congress chartered the District section as the Georgetown and ~octin Railroad, but even when company promoters enlarged their

original plans to extend tracks into Washington, they won little support
in the capital.

Congl'ess provided no federal land grant and the corporation

14 Intelligencer, 11, 25, 29 May, l Jul 46, 25 Jan, 19 Aor, 4 Aug
h7, 26 Nov 49; News, ll ftug 47, 27 Hay, 3 Jun ull, 15 Feb .51, 21 .Aug 52;
Washington /lets, 31 May 50.
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of Washington gave no encouragement.

Georgetown in the face of protests

from sMall taxpayers thereupon chose to finance the road by a special levy
of ten cents on every f>lOO of assessed property, but in 1856 when a few
miles of grading of the right of' way were finished}'iayor Henry Addison
rei\1sed to pay over further installments of money, and construction came to
a halt.

Nevertheless Georgetown's enterprise spurred on Washington.

Partly

because her rival had preempted the best route to the West and perhaps
partly because Virginia rather than Maryland had long been the District's
chief source of local supolies, Washington focused her attention on developing
a line to the South. 15
To link Washington by rail with a Virg:i ni11 railroad posed the problem
of crossing the Potomac. That question, in turn, involved Congress in
acrimonious debates over the use of the Long Bridge and the streets of the
capital.

In the summer of 1854, after the Virginia Assembly chartered the

lrlashine;ton
•

&

Alexandria railroad, Congress erudgingly agreed to let the

municipality determine a route into the city as long as the tracks did not
run on Pennsylvania avenue, but opinions in House and Senate divided over
whether to allOl'I the company temporarily to lay rails on the Long' Bridge
until a permanent railroad bridge could be erected ahove Georgetown.
times in a decade freshets had washed out sections of the Long Bridge.

15

Three
The

Washington Acts, 27 Nov, 31 Dec 52; ptns, H32A-G5,3, lh, 17 Dec
52, 3 Jan 53, H33A-05X,--10 Jun 53, HJJJI-G5.4, 26 Jan 54, H33A-G5.2, 1 Jan
54, H33P-G5.9, 18 Apr 54; Globe, 32c, 2s, 16 Feb 53, p. 6lill, ftnp, 3 Mar 53.,
p. lOfll; First Annual Report an.cl Second Ann~ Reoort, Metropolitan Railroi~, 1854 and 1855; Intelligencer, 15 Nov ~2; News, 6 Jul 53.
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damage done in the flood of 1852 had given Georgetown opoortunity to argue
tha'~ Washington ' s pleas for rebuilding were "but an insidious scheme, on
the oart of our neighbors and rivals, to perpetuate an oppression which our
•

people • •• have so often, and so unavailingly, complained

[;!]

to Congress."

Once tracks were laid on the bridge, Georgetown contended prophetically,
they would stay, ending all hope for a permanent railroad bridge above the
Alexandria aqueduct.

Coneress, though voting to repair the Long Bridge,

postponP.d a decision about permitting rails on it.16
In the course of the congressio11al debates the speeches of senators
who strongly advocated an unbroken rail connection between ?forth and South
gave Washington the courage to act with unaccustomed swiftness.

The cor-

poration underwrote $6o, OOO o.f the railroad compa,zy bonds and authorized
tracks from the Long Bridge along l·! aryland avenue to the foot of Capitol
Hill, thence across the Mall am Pennsylvania avenue to terminate at the
B & 0 depot.

~Jhen Congress convened in December 1855, astounded members

beheld rails laid along most of the route through the city and the line
nearly complete except over the bridge.
came largely from Northerners.

The outcry that arose on the Hill

"Washinf(ton, " declared Senator Stuart of

Kichigan, was "not intended to be a great business mart."

Senator Pugh of

Ohio charged the muni cipality and company with deliberately flout ing the

16 Intelligencer, 16 }'. ~y 51,; Ne$i' 9 Oct 1,7, 21, Pnr, 19 Jun 52, 8
Jun 53; S ~'.is Doc 68, )JC, 1S, 22 Jun
, Ser 7115; Globe, 330, lf-, 22 Jun
54, -pp. 1472-75, 6 Jul 54, p. 16ol, 29 Jul 5/i, pp. 1997-99, 3 ft.ug SL, pp.
2165, 2250; S Mis Docs 106 and 107, 32c, i::,, 29 Jul 52, Ser fi29; otns,
H32ft-G5. 1, 29 /'-pr 52, HJ2/:.F5. l, 311 Dec 53, !IJ3f.-G5. 9, 14 1-:ar 54, H3JA. G5. 3,
JO Har, 27 Apr 54; Washington Acts, 6 ftpr 54.
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prohibition of tracks on Pennsylvania avenue because of counting upon Congress
to acquiesce when confronted with an accomplished fact,

The inconvenience

•

to congressmen, argued the outraged, would be considerable as long as horse-

•

drawn cars traversed the Mall at the foot of the Hill, but when the ineVitable
moment came for the company to run locornoti ves over its tracks through the
city the annoyance to Congress would hecome intolerable .

James Mason of

Virginia and Eohert Toombs of Georgia defended the deed.

Rails crossing

were not rails along the "Avenue," and cars on tracks would be no greater
nuisance than the omnibuses that discharged passengers at the base of ·J a.pitol
Hill,

Furthermore, the entire country would welcome the closing of the one

break in rail connections between New England, New York and the deep South;
only on the stretch between Washington and Acquia Creek below Alexandria
were travellers obliged to resort. to stage coach and steam ferry.17
When the Virginia section of the railroad .from .Alexandria to the
southern end of the bridge went into operation late in 1856, congressional
opposition weakened.

The upshot was an act permitting the oompany to use

horses to draw cars through the city on the tracks laid across the Avenue
and the Hall as far as the bridge.
to stages; freight went by water.

At that point passengers had to transfer
Disa\.,-pointment over this half loaf was

aoparently lessened by belief that Gol')F,ress would S1ortly charter a street
railway to run from the Navy Yard to Georgetown and thus help modernize the
means of communication.

But for the time being

Congress refused further

17 Washington Acts, B Feb, 27 Jul 55; News, 13, 20 Oct 55; "..ong Globe,
3~~. 1S, 26 Apr 56, pp. 1025-27; S Rpt 136, 34C, 1s, 1~ ftpr 56, Ser 836;
"Sessford }nnal.s", CHS Rec, XI, 361\, 373.
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concessions. 18
Economic status

!.12 186o

Thus in 186o both District cities found themselves still dependent
on the Baltimore and Ohio for rail .links with the North, while, despite the
Washington & Alexandria railroad, the broad Potomac barred the route to the
South.

Though federal money had built a new wagon bridge at the Little

Falls above Georgetown in 1857, when a freshet again washed away a span of
the Long Rridge, Washington, unable to extract an ;iporooriation for repairs,
undertook the work with only a vague comr'i.tment of future reimhursement
from Congress,

Worse, in lfl58 the Alexandria & Washington railroad defaulted

on its bonds, forcing the city to shoulder payment of the interest on the
$60,000 the councils had underwritten.

Furt.hennore, earlier expectations

that free bridges over the Eastern Branch would revive the tobacco trade
with Maryland had proved ill-founded.

Congress had bought the Benning I s

and Navy Yard toll bridges in 18h8, but the benefits to the District were
negligible.

Soil exhausted by years of tobacco-raising no longer produced

marketable crops, and after mid~century the city-owned ware. houses in
Georgetown and southwest Washington lay empty.

Attempts to obtain toll•

free roads into the more fertile regions northwest of the Di.strict line
were also unsuccessful.
the Potomac.

Nor had steamships greatly increased traffic on

Access to Washi!l{'ton and Georeetown was scarcely easier than

in 1835, 19

Mar

18 Gong Glohe, 31iC, 3S, 211 Jan 57; ptns, H35A-Ol1,3, 17 Dec 57, 2
5fl, H36A-G4,l, 21 Feb, 30 Mey 6o; Star, 20 Mar 58, f,, 20 Jul 59.

19 H Rpt 643, 30C, 1S, 18 May u8, Ser 526; SP.pt 176, 32C, 1S, 12
.Apr 52, Ser 630; Cong Globe, 32c, 2S, 3 1-,ar 53, p. 1140; St~, 26 Jan 59,
17 Jan 60; News, 30 Oct 52, lu Nar, 22 /lpr, 2.3 Nay 57; Intelligencer, 8, l3 rfCfll' 'II•
pt,,_1~i,"a'r.,.&l;,
51, 11 Feh,2'f°May 57, 18 Nov 58, 19 Aug 59, 6 Apr 60; H Rpt 410, 35G, lS,
'
l ~u M:,y 58, Ser 966; Rpt Sec/Int, 185u, p, 6oo, Ser 777i Georgetotm Ordinance,
25 May 56,
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Georgetown felt the full effects of this isolation.
she failed to regain the 9400 oop1llatjon of 1830.

In three decades

During the 1A40 1 s she

added lO'lO inhabitants but hetween 1R5o and 1860 only 400, bringi~ the
total number of residents to

B4llll!P.

8733,--679P whites, 1358 free Negroes and

577 slaves. Leading citizens ceaselessly sought ways of reviving her connnerce,
including in 1856 a last attempt to obtain retrocession to Naryland, but
neither her shipping nor her manufacturing ex,,anded.

On

the contrary.

Except for some traffic in coal and wheat, shipments of up-country produce
were meagre.

A canal boatman in 1858 noted that from Cumherland to George-

town the Chesapeake anrl Ohio canal ran "through an uninhabited solitude."
Lack of canital or ill directed effort threatened to defeat even Georgeto~m I s plan to exploit her nearness to Washington by extending the Metropolitan railroad into the capital or else by organizing, b.iilding and
controlling a new street railway.

If Georgetown hankers and brokers con-

tinued to make money, their success merely underscored the community's
dependence upon federal business in Washington. 20
Washington, on the other hand, grew steadily.

Population nearly

trebled between 1840 and 1860 to reach 61,000; of these $0,()()() were whites.
Not only additions to government buildi.ngs but new dwellings, pig hotels
and new shops yearly increased the city's air of settled prosperity.

Lots

that had sold for four cents a square foot in 1843 commanded thirty cents
in 1854, and real estate vlllues, as well as building costs, continued to

°

2 Canal Boat. Journey, 1A58 (anon, ms, LC); Seventh U.S. Census,
1850, pu. 236-37; Eiphth U.S, Censu~, 1860, Popul~,tJ__o_!!, pp. h20- 23; Georgetown Ordinances, ?3 Feb 56, 15 Pug 57; ptns, S35P-H2, 21, 31 Dec 58, 5, 7,
14, 2L Jan 59; Cong Globe, 34C, 1S, 19 Jun 56, p. 1423, 34C, 3s, 24 Jan 57,
PP• 455-56; H Rpt 98, 35C, 1S, 9 Feb 58, Ser 964; Star, 7 Feb 60.
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rise throur,h thC? rest of the ciecnde.

Lins lir;hterl the f'vPnue, the eovern-

Ment office::;, hotels, 11nci a nunber or privRte houses.

0Mnibuses running

with sonc frequency now e.-.sed comrnunicPt5on within the city ;in,! men talked
confidPntly of the imnrovements in prosnPct
n,-,np11re,1.

Ill"

soon

PS

n street railwRy

'f'ruC?, trPcir. w:i th the West h;,d m:icle no hePc!way anrl exporting direct

to l'urooe h:id ceased nltor,ether.

True also that '.. Pshinr,ton, fourteenth

largest /1merican city in number of inhahi tants, rankrd forty-ninth in mr1nufr1cturinr, , whilr. Alh;,ny with Rbout thn snmP oopulntion stood twenty-first
;inrl San Francisco, SMPller and .voum·er, ninth.

21

To pem.. nent re!"idPnts of

the caoital comp11r1>tiw. stPtistics no lonrr.r MPtterP.d prently.
WhPre11:-, thr> fP5lure to ntt;,~n the corrr,..ci;,l :,ncl inclustri:il oosition
thRt the

0

otor.u=,c loc11tion hmi once seP.mecl to promisP h:>d trouhled the first

f,ener?tj on of \:1rnhingtoui11ns, 11nd remn:>nts of th11t ,mxi.-ty h11d linr.r.red on
i.nto the 181,o•s, after 181,(, citizens rarely voiced doubts ;ibout the future,
Govcr1111'ent clerks Pnd mPchnnics in the 1!150's r-uffered froM rising prices
unmatchr><l by i ncreases in p;,y, but .m one the most n••tj culRte r.rouris of
society the cons£>mms r;:,n that ·....s'1in~on enjoyed Rn envinhl<> security. 22
In the Autumn of 1P57 when otl'IE'r /\.mer:icnn citirs were naralyzed hy panic

21 :1ne "undred Yenrs of thP Was'iinc;tr n Gl'slicht Cow.,any; flt11r , 31
J;in, 19 lloD9; ltr, Geo. "'· I itchell to /·lexnnder Ii . " · Stu;.,rt, 2'l Jun 51,,
/lexander Stuart J ss (r;;); llPws, ), 10 '.'.ov /10, 22 ,Jun, 19, ?6 c)ct 50, l Peb,
l, fl, 15 i.ar, 17: ay, ?fl Jun, 16 tur,, 2'l Sep, f. !)cc 51, ?11 Feb, l l'ry, lL,
1° Aue, 1/1 J;('c 52, 5 J: n, 2 /1-:>r, 10 f:ep 53; lltl l•:ra, 9 Jnn SI,; ltrs, I ary
narker T1o1mn to J\tli:> l'lnrker, 6 nf'c 53, :ind f-11:'l"s J . PowPn to Julia 'larker,
12 h•n 55, ?) ,Tnl 57, "lowen ! Sf' (in nosseri,ion of "ro~. ~h:>rlPs A. nP.,.ker,
Jot•ns '!onkins Hni v.) ; ~f?sSford /•nnals, lfll16-1P6() ( ~·~, T. ;) ; nnt ~Pc/Tnt, lf\511,
n . 701, f.er 97!,; I' rx noc ?9, 39r:, l'\ ?1, J:,n 66, Spr 1-;,5,;.

v,

22 NPws , 5 Jnn la7, 1'1 !r,r,
ru, r,1, l l'a:.r, 111, 111 fur, 52, 5 l'ar, 2f1,
29 ,Tul 53,lJlnr 51,, ?7 C'·ct 55; 'A,nfT Globe, 3/,<;, l '', 31 J,il 56, op. lflSL-55,
5 tu,· 56, n. 192?, 16 Aue 56, p . 2166, 35C, 1~, lf' i 11r 59, o. 1153; l!tl
Era, 7 Aug 1,9, 29 ray 51, 30 Sep 52 , o J:m 5'1,
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11nd depressiou, the 1-!ashinet,••n News corMcnted:

"To say that our city was

entirely froe fror1 the j nf'lu<:nce of the nanic, would not be to sneak the
exact truth; hut we may ;,ffirrn without contr.idiction th11t it prevailed to
:i very liMited extent."

T:i~teen months l11tor the Star obsP.rvecl:

"Few,

indeed a'none us, who were injurjously affected by the p,encral tempor;,ry
prostration of trade ru,ve failed to recover from it so
better condition than bPfore the blow cc1me.

11:c:

to be

j

n a f;,r

ThPre n<>ver was rnore harcl cash

in the hands of our fellow citizens than Pt thir. tiwP. 11

Th<> i ncrec1se in

city revenues in spite of cuts in the tax rate bears out the truth of that
. te. 23
est:una

(See Table , n.

)

.

l':ost people refused to worry about the ohvious fact that Washington I s
econonic stability derived not from their own activities and social graces
but almost solely from the presence of the federal government.
they accepted the ideal of a nurely federal

cj_ ty,

Insofar as

a center of the ?.rts

where men could disdain ~oney-grubbinc, they abandoned the struggle for
economic independence,

!!opes once centered on the C & 0 canal now revolved

about the new federal Smithsonian Institution.

If the widespread acquiescence

in the loss of civic initiative s t irred misgivinr,s ll!'lonr, :i thoughtful
minli,rity, the rebuttal was persuasive:

si nce the conmunity conld not alter

the course of n:iti onal develoomcnts, why not imjo;v the h!>nofi ts they brour,ht,
reg:irdless of who cre:>ted them?

Pn editorial of Octoher lf\59 reflected the

prevailing attitude:
~ The Federal t etropolis has imnroved in the way of thP additliion of
many first class buildings. .
I fair prooortion of the finest

23 News, J Oct 57; Star, lit :,ar 59; ltr, !'.cnP.dict !'emrnes to Jorantha
Jordan Semmes, 9 Oct 57, Serunes Lss (fflC).

•
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new private 11'ansions referred to above arc hE'ing hlilt for temnorary
hones of persons of wealth ;ind taste from a rlist11nce, wro are coming
more and nore to annreciate the advantar,l's anrl pleasures of hav:inp. a
hone among the nuhlic nen of ~neri cs while the latter 11re nssenhled
top.ether , l!owhere else in t his country is equal jntellrctu11l and
social society within thr reach of any anrl all reS"Oectahle persons as
here, if an.vwhere else in the wide world . . . • In the northl'rn cities
wliat is termecl fai:hionahle soci.etv is intP.nsely exclusive, the key to
admission to it beinr, a colrll'n one, Here, the lock is off anrl the
door stnnds Wide open for any to enter who mt>y be so intelligrnt,
entertaining and well- beh,,ved as to prove aerl'eable acc;uaint;inces, 24
ll(>asons for this changed point of view are not hard to perceive,
Bv the end of the

1850• r; nost of the liashin;-tonians who had known the dis-

tresses of earlier years were gone or too old to sw;zy the thinking of
younger nen,

Peter ·oorce h:>d withdrawn into the sanctu;,ry of his study nnd

his bihlionhile pursuits; John°. Van Ness and Samuel Harrison Smith had
died in the forties, Jurlr,e Crauch, deaf :>nrl feeble, in 1P55, and i~s. ~mith
had gone into retirement hefore Dolly t.odison' s death in 18119.

John Quincy

Adans, l!enry Clay, and a dozen other fomous public servants who, thongh
never perm;,nent residents, had always tak<'n a llarm interest in the city's
•

well-being were dead.

f:illinr- \-.inston f.eaton, unon raturning from a nro-

lonr,ed tour o f Rurooe, WPS no longer active in city pff8irs.

In July 1A60

when n funer.-1 orocei-sion of r,ore t'i:>n a hundred ,::;,rria{".f'S followed the
hody of Josenh Galf's to the eer etery, the oor.nunity realized it had lost
one of its wisest conservatives, the person who, Henry Cla.\' had said, "knew
more of the institutions, men and measures of this country t!ion any man in
it." \.'a shington' s younger generat:i on had seen r ore of pros;:>eri ty than of

24 l'ltl Era, 3 Oct So, 17 r·ar 53; 1-!ews, 25 !'av Sn, lfi Dec 52, 10
Sept 53, L hpr 5J, 31 Jnn, r !ur, 5 f,en 57; Intellir,encer, 1 J ~n 55, 27
~·ar SR; Staz:, 3 Oct 59.

•
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new private rransions referred to above are hE'ing niilt for temnorary
hones of persons of wealth and taste from a rti.st11nce, wro are coming
more and nore to annreciate the advantar,Ps anrl pleasures of hav:inp: a
hone l!Jl\ong the nuhlic nen of ~nerj ca while the latter are nssenhled
tor.ether , l!owhere else in this count rv is eqnal i nte llPctu11l and
social society within thP reach of any anrl all res-oectahle persons as
here, if anywhere else in the wine world • . . • In the northPrn cities
wl-iat is termecl fai:hionable soci.etv is intensely exclusive, the key to
admission to it beinr, a eol'1Pn one, Here, the lock i.s off anrl the
door stnncls wide open for any to enter who m::iy be so intellig<'nt,
entertaining and well- beh.-ved as to prove ar,rreable ac~uaintances,24
lwasons for this changed point of view are not hard to perceive,
By the enrl of the

1850 1 r; nost of the \iashin;·tonians who had known the dis-

tresses of earlier years were gone or too old to sway the thinking of
younger nen,

Peter ·corce hnd withdrawn into the sanctu;,ry of his study nnd

his bihlioohile pursuits; John°. Van Ness and Samuel Harrison Smith had
died in the forties, Jurlr,e Crauch, denf :>nrl feeble, in lfl55, rmd i.rs. f.mith
had gone into retirement hefore Dolly t.odison ' s death in 18L9.

John Quincy

Adaris, l!enry Clay, 11nd a dozen other fomous public servants who, thongh
never perm:>nent residents, h11d always takc-n a 1iarm interest in the city' a
•

well-being were dead.

f:illinr- \-.inston f.eaton, unon returning from a nro-

lonr,ed tour of Rurooe, was no longer active in city affairs.

In July

1A60

when n funer.-1 orocei,sion of r,ore t'i:>n a hundred <::Prria(',E'S followed the
hody of Josenh Gales to the eeretery, the corr.unity realized it had lost
one of its wisest conserv.itives, the person who, Henry Cla,\' had said, "knew
more of the institutions, men ;,nd measures of this country t!mn any man in
it." \:ashington's younger generat1on had seen r-ore of prosperity than of

24 I-ltl Era, 3 Oct So, 17 r·ar 53; l·!ews, 25 !'av 50, lfi Dec 52, 10
Sept 53, L Apr SJ, 31 J,1n, fl !ur, 5 f,en 57; Intellir,encer, l J~n 55, 27
rar SR; Stm:., 3 Oct 59.
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adversity,

\•;illiam Thompson, puhlisher of the News and passionate defender

of the city, his rival editor, \.illiam D, ,:all:>ch of the f,tar, the imperturbable Irishman Dr. t:illi81'1

t·

agrude:-, l'layor from lfl59 to 185/3, flagruder•s

('Uccessor the suave James G. Berret, and nt>wer-comers like Sayles J, Bowen,
I

Dr. Joi:e;,h Toner ;ind the school teachers, Zebulon and /1 , .::. P.ichards, knew
Washington of the 182O's and 1A3O's mostly by hearsay,

They could believe

thnt the p;ist proved the futility of trying to shake off congressional
domin?tion in order to make the city the
decl;,red she was nrvPr intended to he.

h11siness Mart" that fieJllltor f>tuart

11

tlt>arly two decacles of suhst1>ntial

gro,rth inspired f?.ith in her capacity to preserve nnd better her recent
gains, 25 1-!illions of clollPrs snent on the cnpj tal j n the lfl50' s justified
confidence th;,t the federal governMent would never move from the Potomac
as long as a federal government endured,

Unless the Union itself were to

crumble, Washington therefore had nothine to fear and no cause to strive
for impossible and perhaps not wholly desirable goals.
Federal Public liorks and 'klations between Congress and City
The ~mithsoni an Instjtution
\·,'hile assurance that Washinp,ton would always he the nntionnl canital
formeo the ba('is of the city's self-confidence, the imr.iediate cause of much
of her r;rowth was the federal building pror,ram inaugurated in 18h6,

\·/hen

after three years of hesitation over accentinr, the f,nglishman James Smithson's
bequest and another eight ye;,rs of debate about how to use the money,

25 News 2u llov 55, 31 J,m 57; S "'x Doc 5, 35;, 2S, 15 l)ec 5'1', Ser
9/10; ltr, W.
Broekemeier to Joseph CT;,l<'s, J1 Nov SP, G:ilc>s Pn-l Sirnton
r :>s (Lr.); Star, 25 Jul &>.

c:
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Congress passed an act in Aurust 18L6 creating the Sriithsonian Institution

•

Pnd calling for a builcline to house it, l:ashirl[,ton' s vague hopes became
imminent reality.

Smithson's will hacl specified that t!'e United States

should establish in Washineton a fonn ,ation dec!icated to "the increase ;,nd
diffusion of knowledge amonr, men," hut tr.e l onr: del;,y counled with uncertainty about how ::Onp;ress would interpret its ohli,;,tion un..Jer the Wi 11 had
clmnpened thP city's interest.

Now ti<'lyor Srnton declnred th:>t "sjnce the

lC'gislation of the year 1814 :>nd the rehuj ldinr, of the 6a'litol no thine; has
occu~red calculated to exert such an influence on the fortunes of the city,
even unto the r"ost distant future, as the founc.J ine of this ereat and
annually r,rowinr, institution,"

merely
It meant far more to \i:. shington tharJ a new

government edifice. 26
The Smithsonian was the direct spiritual descendant of the ::Olumbian
Institute and its successor, the National Institution for the Promotion of
Scirnce.

•

Pounded by individual :lashinetonians in 1840 and at its height

claiming 16t:lo members, the Nntionc1l Institution had held in 18L4 the first
congress of American men of science.

The society• s mineral and botanical

collections, pl.-ced in the r>atent Office alone with the spC'ciMP.ns bro~ht
back hy r,eriwethor Lewis and 1.-ter eovernment e:xnlorinp expeditions, became
the material backbone of the new national museum.

'l'he bnllctins of the

N;,tional Institution befo,.e its demise in the lfl50's,

;,i,

well as the work

of the United f'tates :;cast Survey begun in the thirties antJ of the N1>vy 1 s
somewhat newer depot of clu~rts nnd observatory, contriruted to r,ivinr, the

26 :I r-,x Doc 11, 25C, 3s, 10 Dec 38, Ser 345; ll Doc 51, 26C, 1s, 5
Feb Lo, Ser 36L; ' Cong Globe, 27C, 1 s, 10 Aur, 46, p. 1223; Intelligencer,
28 /Uf'. 46, 27 J;ov 48; News, 20 liar 47 . f-ee also l':inithson Bequest Papers,
183B-184h (LC) ,

Sl'lithsonian the direction ~t ultim tely took.
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For disagr0nnent about how

hE>st to insure "thr incrf>t :;e and oiffusion of knowledge " split t he original
•

no:ird of 1?.e gents.
a

Some ~:en, not:>!,ly nurus Choate of ~:assachusetts, believed

great nat i onal libr ary s hould b? the first object ive, others nut prirr:rry

em~hasis upon mart eallery and ,useum, and some talked of a university
where t he ranr,e of studies would he wider than f'Cience or art al one. 27
1·!hile the regents dehated these questionr;, lesser controvrrsy arose
over selection of the s i te and t,e architecture f or the hnildillf,.

The

location cl1osen in early 1047 l ay on t he south i-i<le of the Fall J11idway
betw·rn the Hill and the ">otomac.

The regents, undeterrecl by the classical

style and white stone of other public buildines, accepted {ames Renfrew's
design, a iJorman castle of red sandstone.

Gn 1-;ay 1st the ceremony of laying

the cornerstone took place in the presence of 6ooo people.

Because :::Ongress,

:-ctinr.: upon John Cuinc:r }dams' pleas, had specifi ed that only the income of
the bequest he spent, the building t ook eight ye ars to finish.

In the

interim an_v dismay citizens had felt about t hP. location yielded to pleasure
i n the "romantic" anpearance of the bizarre red turrets rising aem.nst the
southern skyline,

/,nrJ no one forgot what this unique institution repre-

svnted for the city,

"If there be one question set at rest in t his com,unity,"

declared a newspaper co!"Tespondent, "it ir, that public opinion has drcided
that the national metronolis shall be distingui shed for the cultivati on of
the mind, 11 28

27 G. nrowne Goode, Genesis of the U.S. National 1-'useum, p. 279·
Union, 15 J?eb 47; ~ P.pt 79, 35C, ls,--iTTE>o'S'!l, Ser 9JH; ~ , 11 Jan 51;
H Rpt 11.,l, JJC, 2f-, 3 r;ar 55, Ser flo8.
28 I ntelligencer, 17, 19, 2L Feh, 1, 23 l~ar, 3, 17 :-:ay 47, 27 tlov ~fl ·
News, 13 Feh, 20 l.ar, 20 Nov, 18 Dec 47; ~ llis Doc l , 32C, Spec s, 1 l.ar :, l ,
f.er 6o7; ·..ashincton Acts, 9 Sep 50, pp. 435-36.
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Dissension 11hout thP true jnterpretation of Smi~hson•s will, however,
continued.

!l11lf the income of the fund went into thP building and a

•

considcrahle sum to a library, ~useum and art gallery, but in the end it
was the Views of Jo1,eph llenry, first secretary of the Institution, that
prevailed.

At the time of his llppoint..,,ent in l/lh6 IIPnry was professor of

tl.~tur;il ~ilosophy nt the (',ollege of !'IP.w Jersey, thl' future r>rinceton
University.

F'rorn thP beginning h<' f ;,vored scmiP i;un..,ort of ll'mliecl rei;earch:

soon llfter his col'd nr. to \·/:-,nhinrton hp 1>rrP.l'lf'ecl to have telegraph offices
in every part of the country sencl in regi,lr,r weather re,iorts on the hasis
of which meteorologists could in time evolve a weetrer forecastinr: system.
Yet, Henry, like government scientists a hunJred years later, felt the
United f>tates gave disproportion11te attention to the diffusion and practical
anolication of knowleclge and too little to its increase, in short to basic
research.

The function of the f,riithsonian, he believed, was "to give an

impulse to original thought, which, amidst the strife of politics, and the

•

inordin;,te pursuit of wealth, is o" all things most desirable." His report
for

185h

noted:

"f

miscellaneous and gen,ral library,museur., and gallery

of art, though important in themselves, have from the first been considered. • •
to be too restricted in their operatjons 11nd too local in their influence,
to meet the comprehensive intentions of the testator; lln,I the hope has
been cherished thi>t • • • the whole income of the Smithson funrt m;,y he
devoted t" the more ler;itimate objects of the nohle hequest."

Complaints

sounded occasionally in 1.:ashinrton at the small number and excessively
erudite character of the f,mithsonian's public lec~ures, hut before 1860
Henry had won over his principal opponents. And he endeared himself to

\·Jashinetonians by his interrst in the comrru.nity 11nd his persom1l encouragencnt of new organizations like the •reachers' Institute and the t:echanics 1
Institute for the promotion of manufactures.

His official nror,ram, though

chiefly confin<'d to the ohysical sciences, brought a succession of brilliant
men to the ca-pitnl, some of them temporarily, some to stay.

In the 1R50's

their work and their influence !'!Pde the city the headquarters of scientific
research in l'rnPrica. 29
'l'hP T(all(le

of Other Public '"'nternrises

The foundi.nr, of the S.,,ithsonian, however signific:int, was only the
first of a series of measures that between Hll16 .ind 1860 i;ave the capital
new dignity.

Having taken the first step, Congress seemed suddenly to

obtain fresh perspective.

In 1847 an act authorized a "solnr gas" light

on the dome of the Capitol; the inventor, James Crutchett, placed his sixteen-foot lantern on a seventy-five-foot nast on top of the dome, and though

'

the 1\unes were malodorous and the licht feeble, in the next two years solar
gas illumim1ted the halls of Congress and the F.xecutive Hansion also.

Con-

gressional aonroval of a site for the Washington J:onument at the Potomac
end of the 1-iall below the President's Square enabled the iionument Society
on the 4th of July 1848 to lay the cornerstone of the obelisk designed by
'1ohert I .ills,

"'The PsseMhl,•ITe

nn J· onument

!'ill," wrote nrnPdict ~ennes,

"was estimated at over one thousand persons. "

The i asonic lodge of l:ashing-

ton took charge of the ceremonies and, femmes added a little unkindly,

29 II !-.is Doc 48, JOG, 2S, 19 Feb 49, Ser 5411; S :-,is Doc 120, JlC,
1s, 1 Jan 5o, :-er 563; t;ews, l tJov 51, lfl tug, 11 Sep 52, 14 Sep, 10 r-ec
53, 6 J:ay 54, 17 l ar 55; ~- J.lis Doc 73, )JC, lS, 25 Jul 54, !oer 705; H Ilpt
141, JJC, 2t, 3 11ar 55, Ser ro8; s ,·,is lloc 73, JLG, is, 25 Jul 56, Ser 635;
tltl f.ra, 21 Dec 5L, u, 18 Jan 55; $tar, 16 l'eb 60, See below, p. 17~.
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i·rs, Padison, hf!dauhed with f'f!arl oowrler ,ind rour,e, :mrt :;rs. f.lnx;,nder

HaMilton were j n the procei;sion,"

.::Onrress as :i ho !y appropriated no noney

for the monument, but suhscribers, among them federal offidals nnc\ the
corporation of \iasr1ington, watched with satisfaction as the shaft rose from
50 to 100 and then to 170 feet.

'l'hPre for lack of money it stop:'led in 185li.

!1 eanwhile Conr,ress voted funds to orm>Ment the puhlic grounds Mei to complete

the exterior of the long-neglected City ilall where the United States Di.strict
courts sat 0 30 1'hPn one after the other camf! aooropriations to build a
greenhouse anrl lay out the Ilotanical Gar,;en nt the foot of Caoitol Hil l,
to add two enormous winr.s and a mai;sivc new dome to the Gaoitol, to extend
the Patent Office, establish a hone for soldiers incapacitatecl i n the
}.exican war, place an equestrian statue of General ,rns'1ineton in H:-shi neton
r.ircle on °ennsylvi:nia avenue, construct a Mirhty aquecluct to sunnly water
to protect government prooerty from fire, open a r,overnm~nt hospital for
the insane, aml erect an armory on the l·,all for the Pistrict mili~.
•

Fifteen years later Prericans might have seen in t•as unprecedented spending
evidence that Congress was seeking to parry every blow that weakened the
Union by pouring Money into stone and r.ortar, the outer and visible signs
of impregnable national strength,31

.30 Intellieencer, 3 flar, 15 Dec h7, 17 Aor, 6 Jul, 22 Dec 40, 1 Jan,
23 ~pr, 19 Sen, 1() T',ec h9; tlnion, 1h Dec li7; News, 21 f.ug, 6, 20 lfov L7,
4 !far h8, 17 Far, 3 Nov lt9; ltr, B, J, f-ernnes to Jorantha Jordan, 5 Jul h8,
f-e11111es 1:ss (SHC); Cong Glohe, 30c, lS, 18 J:-n hf\, n. 197, 33:;, lS, 13 Jul 54,
np. 1710-11; otn H33f>-D21.12, 22 f t!h 55; ll Rx r.oc 61, J[)C, 1s , 4 ~:ay 48, Ser
521; Washington Pets, 31 May 50; ll Ex Doc 34, ,30G, 2S, 16 Jan 49, Ser 540;
E Ex r:oc 30, 31 ;, 1s, 24 Jan 50, Ser 576,
31 I! r.x iloc 2, 32c, 1, , 2 Dec 51, p. 23, f,er 63L; JI F.x Docs 57, 68 and
79, 32:), lf-, 6, 20 Feb 52, Ser 6l1l; Conr; Globe, 32 ;, 2':, 17 Jan 53, p. 329,
33 ~, 1S1 30 Jan 5h, p. 27h, 33C, 2.', 3 liar $5, p. 113fl; News, 5 Jul 51, 24
Sep 52, 9 Nov 53; Intelligencer, 2 Jan 52.
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In midcentury, thC' fecler11l huil:linr: project most imoort11nt to \.ashington was the extension of thf! Capitol; the hundre<ls of thous;inds of
dollars appropri;,ted for it attested to the 1X'n-1anence of the car,ital on
thfl Potomnc, huilding operations l,'Ollld give cmploymf'nt to hundreds of workMen, and, when finished, the maenificent edifice with its towering dome
should attract visitors froM every state in the llnion.

'l'he layine of the

cornerstone on the lith of July lRSl t''US hecare n nortentous occasion.
!•:very feder11l clir,ni tary from l'rf'sident T'j 11.r.,ore down ;,ttenrlecl, :is well as
the

11

vencr11ble Justis, a distinguished survivinr, nemher of the \iashineton

family, our worthy fellow citizen Z, Wnlker, who was present at the layine
of the cornerstone of the ::apitol in 1793 ,

(;nrfl n. n. I'rench, Grand

raster of the J,asonic F'raternity of the District of Columbia, wearine the
apron that 1-:Sshington wore and bearing the gavel which ilashineton used in
1793, 11

To save the cost of raising the level of the !:ill on the south and

the west, the President had approved a pl1m that put the new wings at
right angles to the Main axis of the ::apitol and nlaced the dome off-center
almost over the eastern nortico.

The ilr.bP.lance that would offend architects

for the next hundred years elicited no criticism while the work was in
progress,

In Decemb<T 1851 fire destroyed the Library of Coneress in the

main building,

That cat11strophe delayed work on the wings b11t eMphasized

the necessity of solid construction.

Five hnnclred men were eMployed on

the job clurine; lll52, but in 1858 when ::Onei-ess Moved into its new halls the
pill;,rs of the eastern porticoes were not yet in place,

r.or the next four

years huge blocks of marble cluttered the grounds and the streets nearby,
The dome would not be finished until 1863,32

32 s flpt 273, 31c, 2S, 8 Feb 51, Ser 593; II F.x Doc 2, 32c, lS, 2 Dec
51, p . 23, ~er 634; Rpt Sec/ Int, 1852, pp, 583-85, Ser 650: News, 5 Jul, 2 '(
T'.ec 51, 29 ;,ery 52; 'lpt Sec/lfor, lll51l, pp, 748-51, Ser 976.
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In l!\5J thP foldiers' J'orr.£> 00f'n0d its doors to about forty invalid
veter:ins,

Altho,lfh a drive out to the well-tended 21{1-acre frm two niles

to the nort! of \.ashirwton MRde :i pleasant i:ml'lmer outing, city dwellers
knew little about the llol'le until President Buchanan, and later i'resident
Lincoln, took up surnner residence in a house on the grounds,

The Lovernment

Hosoital for the Insane, on the contrary, inr:ediotely interested citizens.
It wvs the fruit of florothNl Dix's lonr, crusade for hur1ane treatment of the
mentally ill.

Sh0 it was who induced 1'homas Blrr,den to sell his farm on

the rolling hills heyond thP. •·astern Branch :>nd hPr eloquence that persuaded
Col'lf(ress to put a qualified physicim in charge of the hospital.

The spaci ous,

well-lighted building, its beams cut from the woodl:,nd and the brick kilned

fr0111 the clay on tho farm, recf'ived its first inl'llltes in lf\55.

Here under

the watchful care of r:r. Chnrles Nichols, tht> first sunerintendent, Mentally
unhalanced soldiPrs and sailors and residents of the TJistrict, men and
women, white and colored, underwent treat!'lent; for most oatients the household lll'ld fam chores were useful the~y, in shArpest contrast to the enforced
idleness at the city jail.

Indeed the establishment of the asyl um was as

e-1och-mald.ng in its way .is t he Smithsonian itself.33
\.'here the Smithsonian stood for future scientific and intellectual
attaironPnt, t he enlarged r.apitol for national grandeur,and the Goverm ent
Hosnital for the Ins ane~w humanitarian nerception, the i nauguration of a

....

33 Ptns, S'3ll,-H5, 25 Jun, 9 Dec 5o; i; Ex Doc 52, 37C, 2S, 29 1-'.ay
62, f,er 1122; "rx Doc 11, 32c, 2, , 30 i.rec 52, Ser 660; ik>ng Globe, 33c,
23, 3 ;1ar 55, p . 1138 ,ind Apn, op. l.i00-01; npt Sec/Int, lf\57, pp. f;29- 38,
Ser 111.i().
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water system plnnned on a scale to supnly a million people promised a

.
..,..

sanitary revolution.

Si nee thC' early years of the century pumps in the

nuhlic sqnAres had furnished snring water to householders in every neighborhood.

Until the forties when some well-to-do f11milies had cisterns dug and

oumps installed in their kitchens, slaves or sm;,11 boys had fetched the
day's supply of water in buckets; every morning the sl:-ve womm with
o.f water in e;ich hand and anoth<'r halanced on her he.id was
of the l·:;,shin~on scene.
delphia as early

IH'

1J

II

pail

co"1J!10nplace

Yet otru-r Arlericf!n ci. ties h;,cl wate,. works--0 hila-

1r-01, ~!ew Orlenns befo!"C 11120, while New York's Magni-

ficent Croton works and Boston I s huv.e syster.i were in use hefore 1Ah2.
Pronosals for somethinr, corroarable in the capital dated back to 1830;
Rohert Hills after studying other municipalities had prepared detailed
recomrendations for liashington, bu\ as the city had to obtain congressional
approval and some federal funds, the plan had lapsed.

~ngress .had settled

for piping sprinr, water into the Car.>itol and the White house and somewhat
!

later into the dep11rtmental offices.

Dut the meagreness of the means of

protecting goverment property from fire was self-evident; Congress sponsored sUTveys in 1851.

Th11t Decemher the burning of the Library of Congress

emphailized the necessity of action.

In lASJ, the ?resident chose the most

comprehensive of several alternative plans, and though it entailed at least

IJ-2,000,noo, Congress voted to builri nt government expense.
The most costly fE>i>ture of the system mapoed out hv Lt. Montgomery
}'eigs of the /rrr,y Enrineer Corps was an enomous aqueduct running from the
Great Palls ten miles northwest of Georget~m through rockY hillsides and
over a deep ravine at "0abin John" to empty into receivine and distributing

...

reservoi:•s above \·,asld.nr,ton,

The ver.v m11r,nitude of the engineering task

aroused lti.de-sprend interest,

,,hile the l,istrict cities aonointP.d water

recistrors and l11i<l mains in the principal residential are11s--work f:i.nllnced

,
•

by a ! 150,000 loan in 1-!ashinet;on :md hy n spc>cial tmc in Geo"'fletown--,
private householders looked forward to the ~oment when running water in
every house '1-iould make outhouses !l()Cdless.
first ,:ihase of the great work finished,

The autllllll'I of 1858 saw the

On 3 January 1859 the surface

water accumul:?ted in the temporary roceiviz:{'; reservoir w11s turned into the
mains, Md for the first time :.ashingtonians beheld the now farti.liar sight
of ~ublic fountains playing:

"Tho jet of aqueduct water rose •• ,from the

basin west of the capital to the height of one hundred feet or more. 11

The

more difficul{~;rthe Gargantual task, laying the twelve-foot conduit from
the Great "alls to a distributing reservoir, would take another five years.
In the meantime residents of Washington and Georgetown rejoiced at being
able to pipe "Powder Nill Creek" water into their houses.34
!

...•

These major developments overshadowed lesser improvements,

Never-

theless, inasmuch as the City l:all symbolized ci vie d1gnity, citizens were
gratified to see stucco cover the outer walls and a oillnred central portico
ad,!ed to the conspic11ously pl:-ced building,

The handsome new wings of the

Patent Office, the carefully tended trees and rare plants in the Botanic

34 F:unice Tripler, Some liotes of her Personal Recollections, p. 58;
Rpt Sec/l·Jar, lfl5/.i, p. 167, Ser 778; nptsSec/Int, 1859, pp. 903-18, Ser
1023, 1860, pp. 564-66, ;-er 10781 and 1862, pp. 612-17, Ser 1157; Cong
Glob
32 ;, 2S, 3 H1>r 53, /..po. p. 3'18; Intelligencer, 3 Oct, 12 New, 5, 7
Dec 9; News 6 Jul, 21 Dec 53, 4 liar 5h; ptns, S3lA-G2, 27 Dec 50, S3lA~
!15, 30 Apr Si, !l33P-D3,2, 10 Jun 5h; Star, 3, 5 Jan, 28 llar, 29 Jul 59;
\-lashine;ton ~ . 2 Jun 59,

,
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Gardon reloc:>tert on the C.;,11 at the foot of the l'ill, mirt the new 11rmory
adjacent to the Smithsonian also gave i·,ashingtonians pleasure,

r:oreover,

the unveiling of the f i rst ec;uestrian statue in the capital evoked civic
pride.

'l'he Jackson t,Elmocratic ;;ocie~y had comri:isioncd the bronze of :;]_ark

?-:ills 'Who had mnde his nrune as a sculptor in Charleston, South .:arolina,
In lfl53 when his statue of Jlndrew Jackson Mounted on a rearing horse went
into pl.ice in Lafayette Squ11re, patrJ.otic sentiment acclaimed the work as
testimocy to Jl.merican artistic skill.

Cr:i. tics of ::!aptain I· eigs who was

responsible for engnginr, talf•nt to <lecorat<! the Capitol declared that l·lei8s
"ostracizert Armrican 11rtists, employing a host of French, German nnd Italian
workmen"; the achievement of tho lmeric:m !;l:>rk Mills shoulrl now confound
such an error.

Congress, proud of h11ving a bronze cast in the United

States anrl imnressE'd at the sculptor's feat in halmicinp

:>

horse weighine

several tons on its hind legs, overlooked the accusfltirns of Mills' rivals
that he h11d simnly poured canr:on hall into the tail; admiration for the

•
....•

result won him a (20,000 bonus and a congressional COllll"ission for an equestrian statue of George Wnshington,

On the 22nd of February 1860, virtually

every t•:ashingtonir-n of cnnsequence took part in the ceremoniAl dedication
of lcills' bronze of the Ueneral plnced in \•/ashircton Circle,

'!'hat day

mnrked tho lnst r,reat oublic non-partisan demonstration in the :>nte- bellum
caoital. 35

35 Star, 10 Oct 59; Intelliqencer, 22 Dec hll, 7 tii,y 119, 15 f.ug 53,
8 Jan 60; l,tl Fra, 27 !cay 58; H Rpt 191l, 35C, 2~, 3 Mar 59, Ser 1018;
s. H, Kauffmann, "~questrian Statuary in t·:asM neton," CHS Rec, V, Pl>• 11622.
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Rolations het,~ CoJ'l.gress and Citz.
Contrary to hopeful assumptions, this federal lPrgense failed to
enconrar,e cordiality betwePn Congress nnd city,

:

end of the 18110 1 s hetter rapport did obtain,

For a brief time at the

In 18u7 a seruitor objecting

to a grant for the lfas!iington canal noted trnit "it was useless to oppose
District appropril'ltions, becauee the Dist!'ict, hoVi.ng notody to represent
it on the floor, hos everybody."

The next year, 1-tayor Seaton, stout ;,'hig

tl-·ough he was, thanked th<' DeMocratic .A:>nrress for its "kini:l consicieration"
of the city,

Tlut friendly fe<'linr,s toward the local community, never

universal l!monc mt>.mberr- of Congress, dirnnished w.ith every new benefit
bestowed.

After 1851 representativ('s and senators expostulated With increa-

sing frequency over tl:c city's dependent attitude:

t.ashinr,ton neglected

to p,..,ve and clean the streets properly; freed of the C 1, O canal debt, she
soon asked for help on restoring the city conal; despite a huge federal
pByroll l11rgely spent in the city, s!'le perpetually cried poverty, while
keeoinr, her tax-rate

..

'

Dt P

ridiculnusly low level,

Federal public works

offered hf!r laborers ancl mecht111ics woll-j,aid eMployment, added to her
nopulation and enriched her tradesmen ancl her 1·eal estate dealers,

Indeed

the generosity of ~.ongress, declaimed members, created endless op!)Ortunitics
for all Washingtonians.

It r,av<> them a magnificent Capitol and a snecta-

cular dome, completed their ~ty Hall, lichte:l and noliced their streets
at night, built them water works, proVi.ded nit 11rmory, hosoita1ised their
ins1me .incl, tl1roueh funcls for a school for the deaf, dumb .ind hlind, educated
their handica-pped chilt!ren,36

6
3 Washinr.ton Pets h.iyor 1 s !lpt, 6 nty u9, p. lu7; H Nis Doc 100,
30c, lS, 12 fur, 48, Ser 523; .;ong Glob~, 29,;, 2S, 16 Feb 47, p. 5li6, 30c,
2s, 13 Feb li9, PP• 523-26, 32C, 2S~ Feb !>3, p. 899; News, 19 Aue 48.
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Two speeches will suffice to reveal the teMper of critics on the
Hill.

In op,}Osing

?.

hill of 1856 to repnir the government-owned Long

Bridge, Senntor nroc!he;id of f'enm-ylvania declared:

:,.

"I know very well that

most people in the citil's of '.·!ashinr,tnn Pm! Georgeto1m live from the drippings of the Treasury."

llesi-les projectjnr, an expenditure of from three

to five millions to supply ·,;asl•inr,ton with water, "Conrress has now voted
to build n d01ne on the Capitol and the cost will be

t·Soo,ooo

to

:·1,ono,0<10. 11

The extension to the Patent liffice onr! the 'l'reasury were costing sevc)ral
hundred thousands More, and three to four millions for the \-:Sr and Navy
r.en:irtMent buildinps would he nf'xt.

"These dem:mcls on the public 'l'reasury--

the people I s money--for ourposes of exnenditure in the cities of \:ashington
and Georgetown are shnmefnl; Pnd the r.wnnE'T in which our noney is poured
out to these people is shameless."

Two years later f:enator Iverson of

Georeia held forth in somewhat similar vein:

"There is no city, perhaps,

in the world, in which, for the poi,ulation, so much money is expended out
•

of the puhlic Treasury as in the city of Washin,-.ton.

ft t'l<' l!lst session

of Congress there were over four million dollars armropr:'ated, to he exnended
within twelve months, in the '~isttict of Collll'lhia •• • ;ind then when you
come to consider the noncy spent here by members of .;ongress, by strangers
wr.o visit the city on public business, and by the clerks and other officers
of the Government, you find there is a vast amount of money expended here
for the benefit of the resident inhabitants. "

But always they asked for

more, and before lone "the Federal Treosury will have to feed and clothe
the citizens."

No one pointed out to the senator that that money invested

in CC"nsumer r.oods was not productive capital or that the sensonal character
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of federal building ope~ations frequently forced upon the city the burden

•

of caring for workmen I s families durir:c ~,inter l.iy-offs. 37
Yet Washincton did not lack for defenders both in the executive

::

departments and in Congress.

Captain Meigs reminded the HP.w York Tribune

that the aqueduct was a national projPCt because it was necessary to protect
irreol,~ce;ible government records and public buildings.

"f. ll'rge part of

the population of \·: ashington is Col'lposed of strangers who ?re hroueht here
by the Conr.;ress. • • •

tre the citizens to build an aqu<'duct out of their

miserable salaries to protect the United States?"

Ile ~ight h;ive ad led

that the: municipality had contributed ( l()()'l when Congress voted

r-500

for

the initial surveys ano that many '1i.strict citizens advocated hnilding the
water syste~ by private r;ith<'r than r,overnrn<'nt enterprise.

~,enator Rrown

I

of r:ississippi with more earnestnE>ss then hunor rehuked his ;issocintes
for attributinc the new Canitol dome to Washington ' s r,reedy ir.iportunities;
Congress itself had demanded the dome as a WIUI'k of national r,lory :md the

•
!

new wings on the bu~.lding entirely for concressional convenience,

From

time to time the Secretary of }'ar and the Secretary of the Interior also
championed the city,

!!er councils were fully ,justified in requesting an

armory for the District, militia; it had to have a suitable olRce to drill
and to store the arms needed to safegu11rd the caoital from "illegal combinations."

Other officials noted that the governncmt rarely or never con-

sulted the wishes of local citizens but ncted purely in its own ihterests.
In 1859 the Comrd.ssioner of Puhlic 13uildings, the man best acquainted with

37 ::;onr, Globe, 311'.:, 1s, 2h ilar 56, p. 703, 3SC, 1", 5 Ppr 51\ pn.
lli63, lh61,; NPws, 6 Dec 5)1,
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the municinRlity•s situation, set the of 1'icial record straight:38
•

Those who Are uninformed not infrequently accuse the city of relying
too much upon the government and not doinr· .>nythinp, for itself. To
show that t is charr:e is fonnrl()d j_n error, it is only necessary to
state on<> or two facts . Durinc the l i,st ten years t he corporat:on has
raised by taxation the surr. of 1:2,376,042.fl6, which has been exnendod
for neneral purooses; and the city has, from first to last, opened
anrl made more thim fifty miles of avenues and streets, 11t a cost of
:>hout fl million and R half dollt·rs. It r,,;,y he s11fely affirl"ed th.~t
no city, in -proportion to its population and we.>lth, hPs done nore
for itself than \·.'ashinet,on, notwithstanding n"arly one half of the
property within its limits belongs to the e:overnment, 1md 5.s not
subject to taxation.
Tmcnayers of i.'ashi11f,ton and Oeori;etown generally saw fit to overlook
the h;irrage of criticism directed at tho,,.

f>ome of it the:r well knew was

intended for concressional constituents at home and had little bearing on
the passage of legislation.

As long as Congress continued to vote money

for Distric!t improvements, derogatory speeches made on the llill ~-ere hclrmless.

For 1:ashington the one disturbinf: new element in her relations with

the government rrew out of the sale of the last federally 01-med building
lots in the city.

Ever since Janr,ress had ar:roed in the 1820's to u1,e the

proceeds of sales of land acquired from the original proprietors to reimburse the city for work undertaken on federal property, the city corporation
had wat~hed the shrinkage of salable lots aporehensively.

ny 1853 the

J;i News, 7 !"eh 52, lll l~eh 511; 'A:lnf'. Glohe, J2G, 2~, 2/l Peh 53, p.
901, 3hC, lf-, 25 l' .>r 51,, p':l. 700-05 11nrl 15 l•pr 56, pp. 909=12; ' l !•Jc toe
33, 31 ;, 2s, 3 Ear 51, Ser 599; ptns, H32~-01P .2, ?3 flee So, HJ2t,-G5.2,
5 Feb 52; S Rpt L79, 33G, 2~, 6 Fnb 55, Ser 775; S F.x Doc 88, 3L~, 1S,
7 Jul 56, Ser 823; 'lpts Sec/Int, 11157, pp. 595-612, S<>r lll10, P..nd 1859,
op. llli0-49, ~er 1023.
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numher l eft was fewer than five hundred, by 1855 only valueless sites
remained, "the refuse lots thvt have heen in the l'l."rket more t han sixty

.:,,

years," and by 1856 no ut,isold lots whatsoever.

..•

cul11rly for t he school board,

!!ere was disaster, parti-

From the beginning of '. 'ashington's nublic

school system, the school trustees had counted on a r,rant of public land
when and if Conr.ress denied them e ver-J other form of feder11l aid.

Now

With the oossibility gone of drawine on funds f rom local salPs, the Senate

CoJ!llllittee on the Cistrict reported a gift of western lands inexpedient and
of "doubtful constitutionolity. "

If that view persisted, differentiating

between the universally approved measure of· feder ~l land grants to support
schools in the states and territories and sinilar iid for the District of
Columbia, I:ashington knew she could expect little help on other local
projects.

39

After 1857 the only concession she won w~s donditional title

to the Pennsylvania avenue site of the sixty- year old ,~entre Narket, a
grant contingent upon the city• s completing before mid-1862 a new markethouse to replace the delapidated old white-washed, moss-c,wered frame
building.

That condition, plus the congressional fiat to :i.ncrease the nnmi-

ciool debt to p:1y for the bl:il,ti.ng, rohhed the gift of nost ,,f its value,
Still, all things considered in the late fifties, cvroing at t;nr:ress was

.,

worse than useles~, and ~lashin•·t , -n knew s he had fared better tht n George"to,m.

39 News, 10, 2L Apr, 22 t.ay, 23 Oct, 13 Hov 52;

His Doc 20. 32c,
1S, 18 Peb S3, Ser 685; :/pts Sec/Int, 1854, pp. 38-39, Ser 777iMd :.856,
p. 853, S<'r 893; ~- i·iis Doc 22, 33c, 21:, 28 Feh 55, Ser 772; Cong ~•be,
31~, 1s, 21 Aug . 50, .P· 1622, 3_2c, 2s , L J;ec 52, / PP) p •. 22, 34?, l S, 26
/pr 56, p. 1025, 34G, J S, 21 l•eb 57, p. 807, J5c., 1S, l ( Dec 57, p. l2; S
Rpt 118, J!1C, l S, 31 Mar 56, Ser 836; S Rpt 112, 35C, lS, 10 hnr 58, S,r
938; S '1.pt El, J6C, l S, 17 Jan (iJ, Ser 1039; l!asl:inr,ton Acts, 18 Feh 51 .
Ii
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The stream of
plncative.

bz!;;

1

¥¥1i#- petitions to :;onere:;s continued, but their tone was

Citizens avoided recrirainations.40

•

.

City Pdministration

!

~

Charter of lAl18
i·ieanwhilP the introduction of white manhood suffrage under a new

city charter of 1848 widened the base of political oower and altered the
character of municipal adrlinistration.

The ground swell of dissatisfaction

with the limitations imposed by the charter of 1820 had risen steadily after
1844.

ft

ward meetings and city "conventions" to which non-voters .is well

as taxpayers sent delegates, men discussed heatedly the pros nnd cons of
the charter ariendments pronosed to ~ngress in 104!i ;md vRriRt:i ons thought
out later.

In Fehru.iry 18u8 a referenduJ,, sl:owed an overwhelMing Majority

in favor of opening the polls to all white Men who had resided in the city
a year and paid a poll tax to be levied for school support.

Dy

act of

Congress the new chDrter incorporating those provisions went into effect
on the 15th of l'1ay.

Three weeks later 2800 voters quietly cast their

ballots, douhle the numher in any previous election but fewer than the
excitement over removal of the oroperty qualification had seemed to predict,Ll

40 Rpt Sec/Int, 1856, p. 851.i, f.er 893; S F.x Doc 11, 35C, 1s, h Jan
58, Ser 919; 1-Jashine;ton Jlcts, 3 Sep 59, 4 Feb 60; Cong Globe, _36.:;, lS, 21
Feb 6o, p. Rli7, 13 /•pr 6o, p. 1715, 8 Issy 60, p. 1959; I! F.x Doc 5, 38c,
2:l, 7 May 6h, Ser 1223,
41 H U'.lc 236, 28..;, 1r, 17 Apr h4, Ser hh3; Intelligencer, 23 Jan 1.17,
17, 23 Feh h8; ~:asl!ington Acts, 2h Feb h8, o. 121; News, 28 Jan, 19, 23
!"eh, 27 !lny, 5 Jun 48; Cong~ohe, 30~, lS, 15 ~fay IT,""p. 71',6,
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The financial powers granted the city met with general apr>roval, particu•

larly the 75-cent tax ceiling and the prohibit:.on on borrowing without the
exnress anthorization of two- thirds of the electorate.

•

All but a few

oeople welcomed th~ COI'!loration' f'. new newer to tax stocks ;,nd other securities, since that revenue should lighten the burden on renl estate.

Occa-

sionally someone objected to the poll tiix, ;ind a handful of man protested
at havine offices like those of police magistrates and constables apnointive
instead of elective.

But satisfacti on with the form of municipal govern-

ment was sufficiently widesoread to kill all atter.ipts to revive interest in
a territory of the District of Columbia with or without representation in
Congress.L12 Though the city councils came in time to think their police
and taxing powers too limited, charter amendments of 1854 ;ind 1856 enlarging
their authority silenced most complaints for the rest of the decade.43
Faith in the fonn of government unhappily failed to engender public
confidence in the men elected to office.

•

The relative unanimity of officials

during '.:illiam Seaton' s ten years as mayor gave w;,y after 1850 to a partisan
feuding that confused civic issues and lessened administrative efficiency.
F.very election till 1n6o, when James nerret won a second term, out a new
mayor into office and, more disruotive, a preponderance of petty self-seekers
into the city councils.

The growing bitternesf'. of the CllJllpaigns may have

42 News, 6 i-iar, 11 Dec 47, n Jc,n, 17 Jun 48, 16 Feb So, 10 Hay 51,
27 Mar 52; Intelligencer, 8 Jun 49; ptns, H3la-G4. 2, 8 ~;ay SO, 1132A- GS.2,
23 Mar and S JI.pr 52.
43 c; Rpt 315, 32C, 1s , 29 Jul 52, Ser 631; l!ashington Acts, 21.i f.pr
52, 18 Jul, 31 Dec 59; Conr: Globe, 32C, 2S, 13 J;m 52, p. 279, 33c, 2s,
19 Dec SL, p. flL, 3LC, l S, 1!1- 16 Hay 56, pp. 1223- 26, 1229-38, 1240.
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been partly a reflection of nRtion-wide stresses as Know-Nothines and
Free Soilers emerged and the old \,hi1; Md Der·1ocratic pRrties disinter.rated,
but class C<msci"usness was cll'arly a stronr,or force in local politics than

.

;

national party realignments.

The anti-Catholic and anti-foreign l<now

Nothini; position which found favor in 1854 and 1856 was itself largely an
expression of class consciousness.

l'en long deniPd the franchise uere

loilth to return 11ilristocrats" to office and preferred to trust the time•
servers in their own ranks.

On the other hand, Georgetown, whose charter

until late 1856 limited votine to property owners, escaped civic turmoil.
Henry Addison, first elected mayor in lllh5, held the post until 1857, and,
then unseated for a two-year term, returned to office in 1859.

Unlike

l-!ashington, Georgetown elections were peaceful, her conncils' debates too
tepid to command ?ttention.

Furthermore, she was still a SMRll town and

perhaps owed much of her political calm to discouragement over her economic
stagnation and the painfully slow growth of her population, whereas
•

Washington's rapid expansion multiplied conflicting demands for services
and intensified internal dissen~ions.44
City Finances
The constant turnover in Washincton•s City ll;ill prevented the rise

44 Cong Glohe, 34C, 1S, 11 Aur, 56, Apo. p . 11. The local newspapers
of the period carried countless colurons on Washington City• s political
quarrels but virtually nothine about Georgetown. The citations given here
are merely samples. News, 30 l·:ar, 1 Jun 5o, 3, 10, 17 Apr, 5 Jun 52, 3, 10
Jun, 15 Jul, 12 /•ug, b,27 Sep 511, 7 Mar, 26 Hov 55, 211 Hay, 7 Jun 56; Ntl
Era, 11 Jun 57; :-tar, 4, ll Jun 511, ?5, 26 Hay, 5 Jun 6o. See also Washington~, 26 /ug°59:
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of a nowerful political Mi!Chinr- with graft as its luhric11nt, but the loss
of pride in the highminc!ness of officials lowered the city's respect for
herself.

Oddly enough, though opnortunists ruled in the councils and dis-

interested concern for the coMmunity as a whole all but vanished, economy
was the watchword of each adMinistration in turn.

The curtailment of

funds for debt reduction and the upward trend of expenditures for streets
and water mains might seem to foreshadow the phenomenon seen in bossridden cities later in the Cflntury when corrupt politicians, while lining

,.

their own oockets, snent More for useful public works thaftPx11tion-Minded
reformers, .t12a.01,o!I in ilheu I a lguills.

llut as W;,shington' s revenues mounted,

her councils instead of usinr, the money for the needs of the growing
community cut the tax rate slice by slice, from 75 cents to 00 and in
1859 to 55 cents, half the figure of the early thirties when the city was
less proS!)erous and contained less than half as many people,

(See table).

Georgetown, with far less wealth, during most of the 1850's kept to a tax
rate 25 percent higher than her neighbor•s.t.5

,.

Washington's mayors, if sensing the wisdom of enlarging the budget,
lacked the singleness of purpose and the vigor to make headway against the
crosscurren·ts of opposition to bond issues for any publtc service.

Washing-

ton-born Walter Lenox,' undis·tinguishcd successor to Mayor Seaton, was well-

--------LS Washington Acts, 31 Oct h8, 7 Jun 511, 31 llay 55, 211 Jul 56, 9 Jul
57, 2 Dec 5£1, 27 l'ay >9;Webh, Laws, p. 168; ~'ews, 1 Jun Sri, 19 Jun 52, 7
t'11y 53, 18, 25 l"ar 511, 2 May 55, 12 Jul 56, 23 ?fay 57; Ntl r.'ra, 22 Jan 57;
Star, 10 Jun 58, :>9 ~~;,y 59; Georgetown Ordinances, 26 May ~ 9 Jun 55, 31
r:iiy 56, 16 J.';,y 57, 6 Feh SR; Intelligencer, ?l Jan 51,, 5 Jan 57.
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intentionQd but wanting in persuasiveness.

Gentle John t-'aury, beloved as

a m11n, was a singularly inept politician, while John Towers, a printer
elected by the Know Nothines in 1854, was the creature of his party; bluff
Dr. h illiam llagruder dividfid his energies between his mediclll practice and

his mayoral duties to the cost of both.

The self-important ex-Postmaster

Rnd lawyer, James nerret, disr,l:oyed greater interest in remainillf. in office
than in bettering conrlitions in Was'1ington.

Jill five mllYol'S tended to

accept the ooncept of Was•,ington 11s ll nomll'lent to the nRtion r llther than
an entity in her own right and accordingly let themselves think that Congress
should bear a larger share of the cost.

In adopting t l•at attitude they

unwittingly helped lower civic morale.46
Law Enforcement
GroWing lawlessness was above all a source of humili.1tion to ci tizens who, in spite of the firehouse gangs, in the past had t,~en pride in
Washington's peacefulness.

"I believe there is no place of eq 1al popula-

tion," wrote l•ayor Seaton in 1849, "in which there is so little

'Jf

riot,

breach of the peace, or serious crime as in this city; but I appr,•hend
there is scarcely one which is more disturbed by idle, rowdy and di;orderly
boys.

11

That judgment, doubtless sound for thP fo-..ties, ceased to ao,ly to

the fifties.

Until the city enl11rged the nolice force in 1R51l, pvery vear

L6 Washington ~ , t ayors' lf.pts, 14 f.U/? lin, op. 125-20, 9 f-eo 5(,
pp. 423-26, 3 .i'pr 5L, pp, 191- 203, 3 Mar 56, np. 127-41; P.obert H. Harknws,
"Tlr. t,;illiam D. Magruder," CHS Rec, XVI, 150-87; /lllPn C, Clark, "Walter
Lenox, the Thirteenth t·.ayor of the City of Washj.ngton," CHS Rec, XX, 16992; Willian JI, f·iaury, "John VJalker Maury, Hi s Imnge and Life," CHS Rec,
XIX, 165-71.
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worsened the record of vandalism, arson, prostitution, thievery, robhery and
Several congressmen, to he su?"e, noted th:it crime c;,uickly subsided

assault.

in :.ashington as soon as Congress adjourned; its presence attracted criminals
like flies around a honey-pot.

T-,ose perceptive editors and devoted ,;ashing-

toniims, Joseph G:iles :inrl Willi:im Seaton, viewed the rise in the crime rate
as a n:itural if unpleasant accompa~iment of rapid exnP.nsion; Washi~ton was
suffering the growing pP.ins felt in most American cities of the day.
mounting violence marked the decade throughout the country.

Indeed

Senator J\ndrew

Johnson of Tennessee, pointing to naltimore, New York, Cincinnati and New
Orleans, observed: •rockets are picked, men are garroted and robbed in those
cities as well as here."

But citizens of the caoital found scant comfort

in knowinp, they had companions in misery.

"The trouhlrs find disorclers,"

the T'::i.strict l'arshall reported, "h:we incra11sed much f:,star t'•an the oopulation. "47
Some of these troubles were manifestly the fruit of extreme partisan
•

feeli~ .

The "Pope stone episode" was an e:xar.iple:

in 1054 a hand of Know

Nothings, passionate anti- Catholics, gathered at midnight at the \fashil'{;ton
•

f,(cnument, locked up the watchman and then defaced and threw into the Potomac
thP. block of marble from the Temple of Concord in Rome which the Pope had

U7 Washington~, Ma:vor's :tpt, 6 Aug u9, p . lli2; Rpt Sec/Int,
l f\58, p. 701, Ser 971.i; C,ong Globe, 35C, lS, 5 /pr 58, p. lu62, 19 Apr 58,
pp. 1671-72; Intelligencer, I\ Mar, 22 Nov u7, 17 !pr I.if\, 10 Dec li9, l, 5
Jun 55, fl Jun 58; News, 3 Mar, 13 Oct, 10 Nov L9, 25 flay 50, 19 Jun, 13
Oct, 17 Nov 52, 9 /or 53, 22 /,or 51.i, 3 Nay 5(,, 3 Oct 57; ~tar, 29 Mar 50,
23 Feb, 25 Mar 59, 28 Feb 60. The newspapers citations given here and in
the four notes following are merely a few samples chosen from II large number
of articles.
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presented for thP. memorial sh11ft.

'fhe next year Know ifothillfS acting under
~

a thin cloi>k of legality seize:i all the property of~l:ashi~ton t·\onument

'
•

~ociety, therehy killing its chances of raisinr: money for the work.
cal feuding took More serious form two years later.

Politi-

In a fight at the polls

near the Northern Liherties mlll'ket, PEirtisl'lns ahetted by "Plllf Uglies" from
llaltimore hrour,ht up a loadecl cannon; when Presioent Pi erce at Mayor
Hagrurler's request called out the m;irines, city officials closed the polls
becauf'e it was "inconsistent with the princinles of fr0e governnent to ask
citizens to exercize thP right of s~ffrage under the r;uns and hayonets of
the regulars"; the reeul11rs nevertheless i.n trying to disperse thP. crowd
fired into it and killed or wounded a score of spectators.

Political war-

fare, only slightly less vicious in succeedillfl elections, cre?.ted gol den
opportunities for criminnls and petty malfactors.

Calling \iaslrington 1 s

police "both feeble and inefficient," the Senate 1,istrict :::Om."'litt ee declared
in 1858, "Ri ot and bloodshed are of daily occurrence.

Innocent and unoffen-

ding persons are shot, stabbed and otherwise shamPfully maltreated and not
unfrequently the offendP.r is not even arrested." Grown men avoided traversing
the streets alone nt night. 08
Nor

Wl'IS

crime confined to the lower ranks of society.

Members of

Congress addicted to gambline, duelling and other vices set a sorry example.
/. congressman shot a waiter in a vJashington hotel ancl went scott free.

On

the floor of the f,eMte an assailant threatened Thom11s Renton of llisf'ouri

ull History of the 1,:ashinr,ton ~;:,tional l~onument, ~ Doc 22u, 57 ~, 2S,
6 ?eh 1903, PP• 52-6h, f er ul.s36; Intelli~encer, 29, 30 nay 55, 1, 15, 23,
30 Jun 57; otns, H3L/I..Gl, . 7, 3 ~•ar 56, H3 t- Fh,fl, n, d. ; News,:>),, 2fl Feb,
3 M.!r 55, 26 /lpr 56, 23 l.ay, 6 Jun, 23 Jul 57; Star, lo Oct 5fl; f Rpt ll.s9,
35C, l f: , l Apr 58, Ser 938; .;ong Glob~ 35C, l S 0fpr 58, pp. lh6o-65.

262
at the point o:' a pistol, several years lPter Preston nrooks of fx>uth
~Prolina suhjected Charles Sumner to a savage caninr,, and fist fights more
•

than once ended j n duels.

...

J\nd on a Sunday afte•·noon in 1859 Congressmnn

D~niel Sickles, after learning of his wife's inf~d?lity, openly MUrdered
her lover, Philip Barton Key, son of the author of the Star Sonngled Banner.
flickles' ncquittal Pnd the cheers with which the coul't room Pudience r:reeted
the verdict convinced m11ny "mericans of "thf' unn11ralleled deprl'lvity of
Washington society. uli9
Citizens discussed endlessly the problem of checkine the spreading
violence, particul11rly juvenile crime.

Puhlic opinion rejected the 17th

and 18th century view that the law should make no allowances for youth, but
the i.iistrict l egal system provided neitmr speci11l machinery for handling
juvenile offenders nor
jail.

any ol11ce

to keep them in custody except the county

To imprison 11dolescents ancl small children in cells with hardened

criminals was to invite greater trouble.

A 11!101lse of Refuge" or reform

school like the ones in JJoston and Baltimore might reform boys sent there
but was unlikely to deter other delinquents,
better policinr, the best answer.

One school of thought believed

,'nether group thought we11kness in the l11w

itself rather than inPdequate enforcement lay at the root of the evil;
rev11mping the court system ;md revisil'l{" the laws ~uld he the cure.
others

SPW

~ill

intemperance and the irresponsibility of parents toward their

children as the chief cause of crime; do away with liquor and peace would

49 Ltr, Dr. Thom.:>s Foster to /'lexander Ramsey, 2r. Seo SO and John H.
stevens to !?81'1sey, 25 Feb 51, fl.amsey Papers (Minn His ;,oc); Intelligencer,
19 Apr SO; '.ltar, 28 :"eh, 11 bar, 26, 27 Jipr 59; rtt._l Rra, 17 Ila!:' 59.

return to thr comunity.50
1-n
?/Pw city

improved oolice force wa!' th"' J'!lOst immerli. ;,tely fea!'j hle corrective.

ordinPnces aimr>rt at brinp,inr: order into ~Jashj nr:ton' s volunteer fire

companies met with little success, but a salaried police depar~nt est;,blished in 1851 with seventeen day-time officers promised improvements.

Al-

though Georgetown kept order with n:i.ne constables, i,/lshihflton' s force was
still too small to pntrol so spread-out a city.

ivnen the corporation in

1858 added ten constables and put the men in uniform, disorder lessened, but
partly, the mayor asserted, because the city employed an emergency night
watch of forty men to suoolement the thirty-man federal auxiliary guard.
Baltimore, in area considerably smaller than Washington, maintained a regular
force of

lioo,

ahout one patrolman to every

R50 residents; the capital with

valuable government property to protect had a permanent force of fifty-seven,
a ratio of one of!:icer-for every 10,0 inl1llhitants .

The 8en;,te District

comrr.itteP advocllted ll metropolitan oolice unrler fedPral control, hut bitter
disagreement in both houses over who shoul<I mmoint the officers anrl who
nay the bills shelvert the prooosal.

The inefficient arrangement of a dual

force endured--a day-time p!>trol paid hy the city Pnrl

11

night gu;,rd p:iid

by Congress and both units undermanned.51

50 Intelligencer, 2f\ tpr, 16 Jun !1"(, 21, f,ec u9, 11 Nov So; News,
5 /.ug !,fl, 11', 25 /•ug u9, 20 /.pr, 26 Oct, 2, 16 Nov 50, 20 Nar, 19 Jun, 23,
30 Oct, f. Nov 52; Star, 22, 2u May, 25 fug, 23 Seo, 11 Nov 58, 28 Sep 59;
Ntl F.ra, 2h Nov 53; Washington~. 16 Jul 5?.
5l \fashington Acts, 11 i'ar 51, 2 Dec 52, 2fl Jpr 53, l for, 30 Jun, 24,
30 Dec Sn, 2() J i,n f-o, and liayors 1 '.tf,ts, 6 .Aug L9, po. lu6-47, 9 Sep 50, pp,
1,21-36; '.' 'lot 149, 35C, 1$, l Apr 5fl, f>er 931\; ptn, H36ft-Gh, 1, 9 Jun 6o;
News, 25 Aue l,9, 23 Mar 5o, 13 M;:,r 52, 2fl fep 53, 22 tuc 57; Intelligencer,
'8'7or h9; Georgetown Ordini,nces, 3 J:-n liP., 3 Jul 5fl; Conr; Globe, 35 :, 1§,
5 Ap~ Sil, po. ll16o-73, iL1ll, 13 /pr 58, pu. 1565-75, 159u, 15 /lpr 58, pp.
16:J,l- 15, 19-20 ./\pr 50, op. 1671-7!1, 169A 1 28 /•pr 58, n. 1869, 15 !lay 58, pp,
2161-62.

Corwress and ci. ty, however, saw eye to eye about the need of a legal
code and extensive judicial refonn,

'fhour;h the severity of court sentences

such as a nrison te ·m of fifteen months .for s te;iling "a blue cloak" was not
n bone! of contention, "the present ol·i anci infinn system of ll!Ws, 11

PS

a

SE'nPtor duhberl it, occ11sioned m11ddc,ning ;,ncl e:xp,,nsive del11ys in litip,ation
Pnd sometiJi-cs inflictfl<l injustice,

To 1•P.t n rlivorce in thP. 1'.iRtrict of

ColUJT1bia required a soecial act of ::Onrress; to gE't a judgment in n criminal
case might take months of waiting in jail pendinc t rial.

Old and yo11ng,

guilty and innocent, including people held irerely as rnnterial witnesses, were
thrown together in the evil-smelling huildinc on Judiciary Squnre under conditions more prone to breed than discourage crime,

Refonn of prisoners was

equally unlikely at the federP.l penitentinry where, inspectors noted, a
short;,r:e of uniforms forced convicts "to wear winter clothing for eight
months of the year without ch11nge" even durinr, a dysentery epidemic ,

In

belief that the machinery of law enforcement mirht run smoother under better

••

laws, Conr,ress in 1855 appointed coim-issioners to revise and codify District

,

law.

The draft when submitted to a citizens' referendum in 1R5R met with

•

criticism frorn nearly everyone; only a small minority thought the proposed
code better than none.

The rejection meant thPt thE' r.istrict had to WP.it till

1863 for n reorg:>nized ,iudici:-ry :>nd till 1<101 for ;, codific;ition of its laws.52

2
5 News, 5 f.ug 48, 25 tug 49, 25 llay 50, 24 Jan 52, 21 Jan, 22 Feb,
15 Mar 54, 21 Mar 55~ 24 Jan 5"(, 23, 30 Jan, 6, 20 Feb 58; Intelligencer, 22
Jun 46, 8 Mar, 23 Jun 47; ptns, S3lll-H5, l·'ay, Jun, Jul 50, Sj'v--H&; 29 Mar
52, S35JI-H2, 29 Apr 58; Washington Acts, 20 f.pr 5l1, and l{ayor's rot, 25 f.ug
51, pp. 209-24; s F.x Doc 511, 31C, 15,8 Jun 50, Ser 561; s Hpt 185, 31c, 1s,
22 Aug 50, Ser 565; Rpts Sec/Int, 1858, p. 679, Ser 974, 1659, p. 659, Ser 1023;
H P.pt 271, 35C, 2s, 3 riar 59, Ser 1018; II llis r..-oc 18, 38c, lS, Dec 63, Ser 1199;
Co~ Globe, 31C, 1s, 13 l!ay 50, p. 98h, 32C, 1S, 13 Jan 52, p. 267, 24 Jun 52,
oo. 1612-13, lll!IIX 33C, 2s, f.pp, 3 Kar 55, p , 401. See above Ch IV, po. 156-57.

Poor Relief

.!!.!!1 l'hil11nthropy

Like Jlmerictms elsewhere, l~nshingtonians recoenized a connection
between poverty and crime even while they were puzzled by the paradox of

v•

bitter want in

R

prosperi.ng city.

Many concurred in Hayer halter Lenox• s

statement of lfl5l th11t "intemperance is the cause almost exclusively of all
oisturbances and pPuoerism which 11fflict our co1m11unity," hut ;,s "anti•
tippliIIR" ordinances were ineffective and temperance And total abstinence
soci eties gr adually lost confidence in their ability to end drunkenness and
poverty, the comrnmity soueht other means of lightening, if not cu:r:ing,
distress.53 Federal appropriations for the care of "sick non-resident
paupers in t he Washington Infirm11ry," observed the Secreti>ry of the Interior
in lA56, "continues to relieve a r,reat ;,mount of hum11n suffering,"

The

inst itut ion 11t tjMeS had more P.pplicants thi>n it could aclmit and never took
all local ci tizens free of charge, hut th1> faculty of the National Medical
College which supplied most of the funds nnd ran the hospital with the hel p
of the Sisters of ::harity who did the nursing perfonned a valuable public
service.54 \~ashington I s paupers, the infirm and the ill, were usually sent
to the Jl.sylum, located p,fter l84fl on the Eastern Branch on the iresent site

----:i...--.,53 W11shington Jlcts, 20 Jt-n, 9 Oct 511, lfl, 25 Nov 57 and r:ayor's rpt,
, Ftf .ll>'I· 25 rue 51; Intellif.en~ 13, 25 J;,n, 15, 24 !•'eb, 30 Aor h7; News, 29 ~ep
27 Oct, 22 Dec 49, 9 171>h, 9 !1i,r So, fl Jun, 2A Oct 511; otn, 1132f-F5.6, 2 Nar 53,
54 Georgetown Advocate, 19 Jlug 49; News, 15 Oct, 13 Nov 53, 21 Jan,
1 Jul 54; ptn, S30JI-II6, 25 /'pr 48; II F,x Doc l, 34C, 1S, 1L Feh 56, Ser 840;
Rpts Sec/Int, 1856, 1859 and l86o, sers 896, 1023 and 1068; Cong Globe, 32~,
2 s, 17 Feb 53, p. 670, 34C, lS, 17 J\pr 56, p , 874; George ~!atterston, New
Guide !:.2_ \·iashington, l847-4A, p. 100. See also above ch. IV, op. 163-6Ii:-
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of Gallinger HoST.>ital.
•

There the city provided a hos">ital for small~po:x

cases Md, hPfore the goverl'Jl!1ent hospital opened, housed the insane.

The

alsmhouse hod also to accollll1l0date a good many "non- resident" paupers for
whom Conrress made no provision.

Often nearly half the inmates of the alms-

house were foreigners or citizens of other communities.

The workhouse

attached to the Asylum was an arrangement many neople thought ohjflctionable
because it forced "the unfortunate poor" into close associrtion with convicted v::ip;rants, prostitutes rnd drunkards, but when the first building
burned in 1857, the rebuilt fsylum ::ip;ain combined almshouse and workhouse.SS
To needy fa!rl.lies classe.L as "the outdoor poor," ward physicians and
apothecaries furnished medicines and professional advice, and in severe
winters the city supplied fire wood.

i;hile Co~ress, abandoning the course

it had taken in the 1830'a, refused appropriations for such emergencies,
indi,zidual congressmen and senators gave generously,
the means to relieve it.

Yet need always outran

Because suffering was always greatest in the

poorest wards, in 1859 a city board of relief took over most of the functions

,,,

of the ward overseers of the poor,but private contributions, not taxes, still
provided the largest share of the money.56 Thus churches, chl1I'itable societies and neighbors were the city's almoners in all direct relief and the

55 Wllshington lets 29 Mar 50, 16 J11l 57, Nllyors' rpts, 6 Aug L9, pp.
135-146, 9 Seo So, PP, 421~35, and rpts comrs of the .lleylum, Jul 52, ?l Jun
SA; News, 1 Sep 52, 1 !far 57.
56 Washinr,ton Acts, 23 Oct L7, 1 /..pr 53, 12 Jim 54, 28 Jan 57; News,
26 Jan 56, 2h J;,n 57, 23 J;m 58; Siar, 17 Jan 59, 9 J<111 6o; Cong Globe, ·
3LC, 1S, 5-6 Feb 58, pp. 355-57, 3 2-69.
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private charitable societies undertook much of the institutional care as
•

well.

In Georgetown acute pcverty was never widespread.

The Benevolent

Society i>nd the churches suo-,lemented public funrls; John Tlarni>s' legacy
•

that built the ooorhouse and later ;, gift of !"10,()')() from

w. W. Corcoran

enabled the city to handle poor relief without turning to Conr.ress for help.
The trtinsient paupers that complicated '.!ashington's problem rarely sought
refuge in the smaller city.57
The forms of philanthropy varied in detail but not in essentials from
those of earlier years.

By lfi5o the 1:ashington Orphan Asylum hi>d twenty-four

little girls and twenty-three small boys in its charge.

St. Vincents before

the end of the decade was caring for four hundred children, a third of them
living at the orphanage.

Soonsored by Catholic laymen, St. Joseph's Orohan-

age for boys opened in 1855, and in 1860 the efforts of a Catholic sister
made possible St. Ann's,a home for foundli~s.

Of the dozBll other new

charities Some were short-lived, 'While others carried on the programs of
older societies as they disintegrated.
r

.-.

Thus the Guardian Society, founded

in 1R53, took over much of the work of the Fem;,le Union Tli>nevolent ~nd
Employment Society, though not before the ladies of thRt useful and tmehonored organization h11d vainly tried to jntroduce a surprisingly modern
pl,m of fund-raising:

regular yearly subscriptions "from e11ch person and

family in the city" who had contributed piecemeal in the past.

The three

hundred "Guardians of the Poor" undertook not only to find jobs for the
unemployed but to open Sunday and weekday schools and establish a widows•

57 Georgetown Ordinance~

J-pr

55, 7 reb 57.

9 Jan J,7, l Jan, l ·Jul LA, JO Dec

5h, 28
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and orphans' home which, with the cooperation of the courts, might serve as
a "l!ouse of Refuge" for destitute children chllI'ged with delinquency. SB

Only the Columhia I nst i.tution for t he r;eaf, Dumb and Blind won federal
aid.

!mos KPndall, Postm11ster GPneral under President Jackson and l11ter

head of the telegraph cOMpr,ny in Wa!'hinrton, lnunched the school and enlisted
the interest of Congress.

In 1856 he had found a half dozen deaf and dumb

children living virtually enslaved by a man who cl11imed them as aporentices.
Kendall took them into his own house and heg 1m teac 11i~ them t here while he
and his friends pressed 'A>ngress to chartPr
for its suonort.

Conrress moved quickly.

a

school Pnd aoprooria t e Money

ThP 11ct of i ncornor11tion of Feb-

ruary 11\57 set up a board of trustees and provi ~ed for the payment from
Treasury funds of i·1so yearly for the tuition and keep of "each deaf, dumb
or blind pupil properly belonging to the J;istrict of Col umbia" whose parents
could oot aff ord to pay fees.

Kendall deeded to the .:Olumbia Institution

his lanrl and farmhouse at Kendall Green just north of Boundary street, the
city contributed a small sum of money, and indivi dual donors gave more .

I

The

trustees out Dr . F.clward Gallaudet in ch:>rge, an experienced teacher and the
son of Thomas Gallaudet who had first introduced into America the method of
teaching deaf mutes by sign l angui:ige.

With his mother to serve as matron

and three other teachers, two of them instructors for the blind, lir. Gall audet

SB Intelligencer, I\ Feti, 12 tfov l17, 17 Jan l,R, 16 Jan, 22, 26, 29 Oct,
7. Nov, 21t Dec h9; SeventK-s:i.x Years of !:h!!_ l·lashl ,ton Bible Soeiet y:; News,
7' Nov l 6, -27 Oct ),91 J.,· Feb 51, 15 ~,er,, 17 Nov 2, 21 Nov 57; Cong Globe,
0

33~, 2S, 3, 10 Jan 55, pp. 1~9-228, 34C, lf>, 1, 11, 14 Feb 56, pp. 381, 3n8,
432, 2 Jun 56, App. p. 6, 3SC, 1S, 19 Feb Sil, p . 791; ptn, 11)6/1-Gli. l, 2 /lpr 6o.
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opened the school in /lugust 1ft 57 to fifteen ch:i 1'1ren.

Enrollment increased

rapidly, partly because Congress amended the orip,inal act to include ftrrrry
imd ,lavy children 2monr, its beneficiaries ancl partly because the spreading

;

fame of the school drew paying nupils from the Listrict, l·iaryland and other
states.

By

odd coincidence, in 186o the trustees fell heir to the tLOOO

which Dr. Gallaudet I s grandfather and fellow rnernhers of the Howard i:ociety
had raised twenty-five years before to found a rn:>nual training and agricultural school for orphans.

l anui,l training and work on the fam were from

the beginning iJl1portant features of the school at Kendall Green.

Dr.

Gallaudet•s siillful if sentimental anneals in his annual reports elicited
added appropriations from Congress, but the institution remained quasioublic, with private citizens directinr, its course and individual gifts
suoplernenting federai and municipal Monies.59
Streets .!!E£ Puhlic Health 0 roblems
Washingtonians gr:>teful for

A

government hosnital to house the insane,

for the federal assistance to the deaf, dumb and blind and for the public
water supply in prospect, still felt irked at conereasional do- nothing
policies about maintaining the streets of the capital; the land was government-owned; the government should care for its property.

Among all the

59 Intelligencer, 20 Feh 35, 31 May 112; Cong Glooe, 3LC, Jf, 5, 13
Feb '.57, PT). 560-61, 678, 35C, 1s, 27 J;m ;,n(l 19 Feb Sfl, PP• L28, 791; s Rpt
35~, Le;, 27 Jan 5ft, SPr 93A; ~ Ex Doc 11, 35C, l S, L Jan 58, Ser 919; Rpt
Sec/Int, 1859, pp. ll9L-97, Ser 1023; Edwnrd tl. Gallaudet, "History of
Columbia Instituti on," CHS Hee, XV , op. 1-22. The reports of the trustees
and President of the Institution aopear in detail in the annual reports
Sec/Int. For a summary history of all Listrict charities, see S Rpt 781,
SSC, 2S, ~8
., Har 98, Ser 3665•
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11re2s of confusion in the doJT1ain of public adJT1inistration, nowhere was the
line between feder11l nnd local responsibility so ill-defined as in the matter
of lfashi.npton' s strePts.

''·

Yet the l11rger the ponulation, the more pressing

bec11me the need for clean, well-lighted, well-drained oublic ways.

City

officials looking 11t the width of the thoroughfares concluded that paving
was too expensive for any public body but Congress to undertake, and Congress confined its aporopri11tions primarily to the "JI.venue."

TJefore mid-

century the only 011ved stretch in 11ll Washington w11s thP cobblestoned mile
of Pennsylvania avenue between the Ganitol :-nd the White House; aftP.r 11153
the cobblestone surface extended west to Rock Creek.

I-lard commissioners,

recurrent JT1unicipal ec,•nomy Clll'lpaigns notwithstanding, graded nnd gravelled
a number of streets, though altercati.on attended every change until an

official book listing grades authorized by Congress appeared in 1859.

P:i.ve

years after the org;mization of the ~:ashington Gas Light Comoany in 1848,
Congress had gas lamps installed on Pennsylvania avenue and on the streets
!

hordering the executive offices; the city nut gas lights into the City Hall
and along the princip11l streets though the lanps were lighted only on moon1

less nights.

Street signs then went up on lamp posts and an ordinance

required every building to display its number.

About the same time the

councils obtained permission from Congress to l11y severs to drain surface
water into the canal or the river.
But repeated digring up the streets ann excavatinr, for new buildings
created clouds of dust in dry we11ther and left the highways thick with mud
after a rain.

'lepresentati ve ll:>rles Billinghurst, fresh from Juneau, Wis-

consin, described the Winrls in 1-,ashington, "lifting the sand and dust of

271
thP streets .:incl filling thP. •hole :>tMosohere, sol'lPtimf>s for hours mi,king
the streets almost imnassible .

1·!Pn, in the streets, go with h:mdkerchiefs

or screens before their faces .

I've heen caught • •• two or three times

and nearly suffocated and blinded."

Impossible as it

Wl'S

surfaces clean, Pennsylvania Pvenue was little better,

to keep gravelled

In the summer oi'

lfl56 Congress was driven to spend nearly , .2000 for watering the />venue and
in 186o to order its repaving.6o
'l'he filth in the streets was a roen:-ce to health.

Honseholders, as

for years oast, d\Jr/>ped garhage and slops into t hP all0ys and ro11dwa_ys.

The

resnlt, unpleasant when the city contained a few hundred families, was
dangerous when that number tripled.

Pigs still scavenged in many of the

streets, dug hog wallows in the roads and besmirched buildings and fences.
Slaughter houses hei1:htened the nauseous odors,

Rats Elnd cockroaches in-

fested Most dwelli!lfs; in slimmer, flies swarmed from thP. st11bles and the
dunr, on the streets; mosquitoes bred by millions in the stagnant noncls
!

•

scattered th"Ough thP. city,

Faulty clrain,,ge about some of the public oumps

exposed whole neighborhoods to dysentery and typhoid fever.

In 18119 fear

of a cholera epidemic like that of 1832 inspired the maynr to appoint ward
"santtary cornr-i ttees" to assist the board of hf>alth; lime was spread over

60 Intelligencer, 15, 22 Jun li6, 13 Jun 48; He s, 2L Jun, 21 Oct 48,
15 "eo 49, 16 /tug 51, 18 Aug 52, 27 Aug, 17, 28 Sep,
Oct 53, 11, 18 Aug
55; Star, 2h Aur, 22 Nov 59; ltr, Charles Billinghurst to his wife, 25 Dec
55, Billi.nghurst 1·'.ss (Wisconsin flistorical Society); ptns, 1132A-G5.5, 11
r-ec 51, ?8 Jan 52; H l.is 1:0c 11, 33c, lS, 21 Jan 54, Ser 741; H Rpts 354
and 356, 35C, 1S, 28 f.pr 56, Ser 966; S P.pt 155, 36c, 1s, 27 Mar &J, Ser
1039; Cong Globe, 32c, 1~. 27 f,ug 52, pp. 2393, 34C, 1s, 2 May 56, pp. 1101~
02; Washington Acts, 25 /.or h8, 8 ~·iar 50, 28 t•:ay 53, 17 ~Jar, 18 May 54, 4
ftug 59 and, for acts voting money to grade and gravel the streets, entries
scattered through the rP.cords of every council in turn.
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the worst "public nuisances" and physicians cheerfully declared the cause

•

of sud,ien deaths that slll!\ll1er "only dysentery. 11

Though 1>:ashington largely

escaoed the "killer" cholera, the mortality rate that year ran close to

r

35 per thousand, of which nearly half was among children under one year of
age.
high.

Some years saw a lower adult death rate, but infant mortality remained
The board of health explained that "the larger proportion of these

deaths are from among the children of negro, of foreign, and of destitute
native parents, who usually reside in alleys or in the suhurhs, "
hPd no remedy to offer.

Tloctors

One meyor after mother snoke of the urgent need

of enforcinr: the orr!j n;,nces against throwill(( ref1rne into the streets, hut
all ngreed that "the difficulty of ascertro.ninr, the violators of the l.8w,
and orocuring the test:il•·ony necessm-y to convict, has rendered it almost a
nullity, 11

'l'he best solution the city councils could think of was to emoloy

additional scavengers and wait till the finished aqueduct furnished abundant water to street h,ydrants. 61

•
(

While looking forward to the introduction of aqueduct water, officials
made no olans for a city-wide system of sanitary sewers, although the
exoerience of the federal government might ru>ve warned of the need for
planning.

The sewers from the Jaoitol emptied underground near the brow

61
News, 2h Jul 47, 27 May, lli Oct, 11 Nov, 2 Dec IJR, 19, 26 May,
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54, 2li Nov 55, 25 Jul 57; Intelligencer, fl J;m, q Feh, o tnr, 16, 29 r-1?.:v,
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o. lli6, 9 Sen SO, pn, 431-32, 30 Oct SJ,, np. 151-f.3, 3 t1.11r 56( llo11rd of
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of tht> Hill

Rnri

frol'l thert> drRill<'d hr>mlessly down tOl-lRrd thf' :·1111, hut the

sewaee froM the White "ouse nnd the anjacent depPrtm<>nt11l offices de\-tluched
in the low-lyinc p;round hetween the F.xecuti ve 1.ansi.on 11nd the c;im1l u:itil
what is tod;iy the J•:1lipse had become an unwholesome marsh.

The ext1msion

of the r,ipes in 1850 to empty into the canal was only a minor imprcvement.
Thr sewers from the Patent Ofl"ice and Post Office fed into a branch of Tiber
creek which cut between 9th and 10th streets and emptied into the canal.

ln

that shallow waterway sewage c11rried out into the river at ehh tide washed
back in at hieh.

In time accumulatinr, sediment nearly stopped the flow

altoeether imd turned the canal into a stagnatinr, open cess pool.
fathers saw nothing amiss.

The city

After building several sewers for surface

drainage, the corporation expressly forbade their use for sanitary purposes.
Householders upon payment of a special tax mieht drain water from their
cellars into

11

ci.ty main but the sewage from the hotels and the few private

houses equioped with water closets fed into nearby streams ;ind vacant lots. 6 2
~

Public Schools
/lmonr, Washinr.tonians tht> public scho0ls were the subject of only

less controversy than were the streets.

The plan adopted in l8h4 had

quickly proved self-defeating as distinctions between free and pay pupils
caused friction, pay pupils wi~hdrew, and loss of tuition fees threatened
to raestablish the pauper school system.
about li20 pupils daily.

By

1848 cittendance had dropped to

Fortunately the new city charter provided for a poll

tax which, earmarked for school support, hroup,ht in several thousand dollars
62 II f,oc 3L, 30c, 2S, 16 Jan u9, Ser 51,0; H f,0c 30, 31 ~, lS, 2u Jan
5'>, Ser 576; Intelligencer, 1 Dec u9; Star, 25 1-lar, 6 ~pr 57, 11 Jun 59;
Rpt Sec/Int, l!\59, p. 848, Ser 1023.

271.i

and enabled the trustees that autumn to dispense with tuition enti~ely.

'

F.nrollment both in the male and female schools increased immediately and
within a year reached to more than t hirteen hundred.

Six years later

thirty-seven teachers in twenty- four school rooms were teaching twenty-two lu.,..,..l,...J._
nupils.

But in some districts the teacher-pupil rlltio was seventy to one

and, as under the Lancastrian system, advanced pupils had to teach younger.
Moreover, half the white popul11tion of school age was eettine no schooling
11t 1111.

Hence the questjon nrose of whether aclditionPl schools, rep,11rdless

of quality, were more imnortant than raisjnr teachers' mePgre salaries,
anding to the stPff, huil'1inr sc}1oolhouses to renl:,ce overcrowded, illventil:,ted, badly lighted rented rooms and otherwise improving the character
of existing schools. vihile a few people believed a f2 poll tox, instead of
:'l, would finance e,cpansion, others, wary of the spectre of higher taxes,
hinted at the pronriety of well- to- do parents ' sending their children to
private schools and thereby liehtening the public burden.

One councilman

contended thAt teachers at imnnal s11lariE!s of r910 and f·6()() .iere overpaid,
although since the lowest- rankinr government clerks got :·1200, he conceded
th11t t200 might be rather littl e for a primary school teacher 0 63
The ohvious solution see,med to a eood nwny people to be federal aid,
oreferably in the form of a land {ll"ant but, if not that, then by a yeRrly
appropriation from Congress.
aopeals discourage them.

Citizens refused to let the failure of ~arlier

I f they suc ce eded, r. eor eetown felt she should

63 Intellie;encer, 7 /lug !ill; Washington .l'cts, 7 /1.Uf 4P, pn. 139-42
and tfayors' rpts, 6 rue 49, po. 140-L5, 9 Sep 9'i;°po . h?lft.30; s !-!is r,oc
22, 33C, 2f>, 28 Feb 55, Ser 772; i:ews , 19 Jan, 21• Seo, 31 Dec 53, 2r Jan

540
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share the benefits.

Sh!' hsul l'!dooted the coMbined tuitj on l'lnd free school

system at the very tilllf' Wiis 1>illf!ton dropped it llnd only reestahlished fully
tiix-supported schools when the new Georgetown Chl'lrter of 1856 enabled her

•

to collect a poll tl'IX.

'I'hat year residents of the county where l.i()()() people

had only two "languishing" private schools petitioned Concress for an approoriation for puhlic schools.

Coneress obliged to the extent of authorizing

the county to tax itself for the purpose if a referendum of taxpayers
endorsed th!' nlan.

The county overwhelll1inr;ly rejected it; the consideralle

arel'I heyond the cities' limits was to remain practically schoolless for
another nine years.

The Sen::ite received 1-:ashington 1 s and Georgetown's

pleas with scarcely more favor, for although some members of Congress
believed the District entitled to the sane kind of aid the states and
territories obtained from the federal governmPnt, Wiishington's imoortuning
irked a number of senators.

A bjll nevertheless passed the Sennte in 1~58

which, while ir,noring Georgetown, granted W:ishinr,ton t 2n,()I)()

R

year for five

years provided the city raise yet1rly an equal amount by spccil,l tax,

John

Hale of New llaiipshire proposed that Negro taxes he set aside for colored
ouhlic schools hut, when Hobert Toombs of Georgia objected, a compromise
exempted all Negro property from the new tax.

The ilouse never so much as

discussed the hill; it died on the vine. 64
Left to draw on her own resources, W;,shington increased the school
budget slightly to allow a st1lary scale ranging from f3')() for female assistant

64

Intelligencer, 11 .May 116; S Mis Doc 22, 33C, 2S, 211 Feb 55, Ser
772; ptns, If 32/1-05.L, 2/l lfoy 52, HJLA-Gl.i,lJ, 12 Mar 56; Cong Globe, 34C,
1s, 19 Jan, 5, 11 /lug 56, pp. 1L26, 1920, App> pp. 12-15, 35c, 1s, 15 Ma_y
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teachers to •·900 for male principals.

To meet the needs of hoys who worked

in printers' shops durinr: the d~y, the city also authorizecl three night

'
•

schools in 185R ;,nd 1859,

Still these me11surf!s faill'cl to suffice.

By lll6o

only 22 percent of the 10hite children of school ar.e were enrolled in the
oublic schools, in contr11st to 7fl percent in some northern cities .

Illiteracy

in the Uistrict was rising, reachinr, nearly 11 percent of the white popula-

tion.

'!'he

night classes never materialized, and the public school teachers,

if conscientious, were rarely well- trained.
Joseph llenry a grouo formed

i,i

In l!ll19 nt the sugr;estiou of

Teachers' Institute that met for a time at the

Smithsonian, but the meetings were thinly attended and the associatjon
aopeared to hPve little professional l!Vtility. 65
Con~ensus th?t a public high school must wait till the want of
orimary schools was filled meant that private schools had to provide all
education beyond the elementary.

Some thirty-three hundred boys ;md girls

attended private schools, either those for beginners, or one of the forty-t-wo
academies and young ladies' seminaries in Washiq:ton and Georgetown.
•

Church

p;,rish schools had not yet, appeared, but sisters taught ;,t the Catholic
orohanages ~ncl at the school of the r.onvent of the Visitation in Georgetown,
where daughters of many well-to-do f1111ilies,
received their education.

0

rotestant ,'n.s well as Catholic,

The Washincton fiemirn,ry opened by Jesuits in

181;8 prepared young men for acinission to Georgetown University and after
1858, under the name of Gonzaga College1 offered an enl:>rged curriculum.

·6S 1: Rpt 315, L1:::, 2S, ser llt27; Washincton Acts, 2 Dec 5P; News,
17 Nov l.19, 6 M11r 52; ptn, H35ft- GL,6, 30 Mar 5fl; Seventh u.s. Census, 1850,
p. ?.35; F'ighth U.S. ::ensus, 1860, Pooul1>tion, np, 616-23, 11nd Statistics
( Inclucling l·'.ort11lity, Prooerty, etc), pn. 508-10, (hereafter cited as
~ ~t11tistics).
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But like Georgetown and Columbian Colleees, the academics touched the .lives
of relatively few District residents. 66
The Negro Community and Race !!elations
•

N<igro children still h;id to get

I

~en education

as they could in

'
In midcentury councilman Jesse E. Dow in campaigning for

private schools.

the office of mayor urged the city to establish colored oublic schools, but
his defeat ended discussion of his plan.

rt had never -won much 11ttention

in a community where Negro t;ixes brought the city very little, colored men
could not vote anrl, Pfter the Dred Scott decision in 1A571 by Supreme :::Curt
decree people of /'frican rlescent conld not he /irerican citizens.

Colored

schools, nevertheless, continued, some of them charging a small tuition
fee, a few of them free to the penniless, some of them taught by whites,
others by Negroes.

1850 1 s .

,

f.

Prahella Jones• school wns one of the best known in the

servant in John Quincy f--dSMs I household when he was Secretary of

State, the yo1mg Negress had later acquired an unusually fine education at
St, Agnes' in Dalti~ore.

•

In her school on the Island she held up to her

oupils the irleal of serving their people at home as well as native tribes~
rien in Liheria.

Of the schools taught by whites, the St. Vincent de Paul

Free Catholic Colored School sponsored by the priest at St. Matthews was
important if only because thE' color line <irmm in many of the evangelical
churches prevented the founding of Protestant d?.y schoolR for Negroes.
Host fll!llous and most influential of Rll the schools for Negroes was

66 Intelligencer, 10 Feb, 15 Hay, 6 Sen !,7, 22, 25 Sen 48; News,
18 Oct 1,8, 21 Jul, 27 Oct L9, 20 Jul 50, 6 Feb 58; Sketch of Gonzaea
College; Union, 26 Jul 47.
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~'.yrtilla !liner I s "hie;h school." ¥.iss I liner after
childhood on her father's farm in Kew York State
'

own educntion, came to W:,shirrtr-n in 11151 to opf>n
colored oeople th.in ;:,ny thAn in ope.,.ation,

~'ith

P-

noverty-atricken

Rn<I R

str1igrle to get her

P.

morf> Rdv;,nced school for

t.hP

h;,ckinr of the fiociety

~

of Friends, the frail midrlle-nged I.woman st;,rted with a h;:,ndful of colored
children in rented rooms on New York avenue.

The hostility of her neighbors

twice forced her to move her chP-rges, but through her voluminous correspondence with Northerners she raised money enough in 185J to buy a house on
the outskirts of the city on New llrunnshire avenue hetween O and H streets.

l'mone her supporters were Johns Hopkins of Baltimore, the Stowes of Uncle
Tom's CRhin fane, and Henry Ward Beecher,

The reputation of the school

rested at once"tn the thoroughness of the teachine;, the range of subjects,
and the pervasive atmosphere of mutual affection and mannerliness between
white staff and Negro pupils.

Niss Miner's work made so wide an impression

that in 11157 ex-Mayor Walter Lenox ;iccused her of stirring up trouble by

,
•

educ:,ting colored children beyond their station in life ;ind giving them
better schoolinr, thiin white children in Washington could l'Pt,

Her ill

health .~nd the outbreak of war closed thf> school in 1/161, 67
ftt the end of the fifties Pleven hundred children were P.ttending
colored schools receiving no public funds,

It was no longer, ;is in the early

years of the century,"a collll'llon thing for colored and white children to associate in the same school," hut whites approved of Negro schools supported
by Negroes,

l·Jhether most Negro pupils had opoortunity to learn much beyond

6
7 Spec Rot C-Omr F.duc;,tion, 1871, pp. 21)-222, Ser 1h27; News, 9
t·'ll.Y 57; Ntl Era-;71 May 57.
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readinr,, simple ciphPring Pnd how to write a few words remains doubtful,
hut it is Plso uncertain whether many children in the white public schools
p;ot much w:i.ner training.

Nearly 511 percent of colored adults, to be sure,

were still illiterate, but the oercentage had dropped 3 ncrcent in a decade
in spite of the trickle of Negroes into the District fron Virginia and
Maryland; white illiteracy in that interval had risen by 3 percent.

Their

proven canaci ty to m.=1intain schools nnd churches .=1nrl the growinr, numher of
educated Nem-oes heiehtened colored oeoole 1 s fPith in thPnselves anrl at
the same time encour;igecl intelligent whites t,o helieve Negroes need not
always be the white man'o burden.NI
J.

second source of strength to the free Negro conrnunity was the

tistrict' s waning interest in sl;,ver:r Md t.hc consequent easing of the
rigidity of the -racial caste system,

:,hen the Nexican War began, pro-slavery

sentiment still predominated in Washington and Georgetown,

A letter written

by a young woman soon after coming from h3r native New York state revealed
a collllllon point of view:
•

No sane-ninded m;in acquainted wit'1 the hlack population f,outh could
wish them liberated ancl allowed to r.~main in the States. If the black
population could he expelled from tie south the r,reatest advantage
would ;iccrue to the white nopulatioa, Sl;,ve labor is the h;ine of all
industry and enterprise, labour is .looked upon as so degrading. I
think that is the most despicable t•ait in the southern character •••
and that feeling is <.>ngendered by a:1 inferior race of people performing all manual labour,"
t'i>ry Bowen in tiJ>?e ch2nged part of her t,me as her husband hecPMP. one of
Wi>shington I s le;idinr, F'ree-Soilers :md a 1;1ta111.ch friend ;,nd defender of

6

8 SpPc npt Comr ~. 11171, p, 222, Ser l!i27. Illiteracy figures computed from Seventh U.S. Census, lfl50, lUllt pp, ','35-37, and Eighth Census,
1860, ~:is Statistics, p. 508,
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Washinp.ton' s free NE'r,roes,

'Rut f>VPn '1eoplc who nccepted the morality of

sl;1very were hecinning to doubt the utility of the 11 peculi11r institution"
in the District; men spoke of the worthlessness of slaves constantly
•

exposed to the corrupting influence of the cities' free Negroes.

The shift

in public opinion, while by no means universal, was unmistakable by 1848.
The very fact that an anti-slavery newspaner, the Natjonal Fra, hegan
nuhlication in W;ishington in lnte lflh7 without encountering insuperable
hostility testified to the change,

In J\lcember 1848 a conservative George-

town paper, remarking upon the eagerness of District residents to be rid
of the slave trade, concluded:
Or, if the nublic woulrl make provision to purchase out the slaves
now held in the District, coMpensating the owners of them therefore,
we do not suppose that thP. sl,weholders of the District would hnve
any serious objection thereto • • • • From the increasing insecurity,
nnd unsatisfactoriness of this kind of property, the necuniro-y 11di~ntaee of sll!ve owners would nrobahly he promoted b:v such a course.
ThP. excitement over the "Tlri>yton affllir" of;, few months hefore lPnt noint

•

to thi>t comment.

On a f>unrlay morninr in tnril 11148 a number of Washi11P,tc,n

and Georgetown households had awakened to find no breakfast in preparation
and the family slaves absconded,
1

Prom;:,t pursuit of the S?hooner Pearl

had sailed before dawn discovered the seventy-six slaves aboard bound

for the North under the protection of Captain Laniel Drayton, 'l'heir outraged owners sold thPm ;,t once i>nrl they were shipped South.

Captain Drayton

and his mate were jailed, while an angry mob, sure that Dr. Gamaliel 'lAiley
of the N;,tional ~ had 11betted the abduction, gathered at his shop to demand

(:I} Ltr, Mary Barker Bowen to Harriet Barker Underhill,

14 Nov li6,

Bowen r·ss (in oossession of Prof. C, t-. Rilrker of Johns l'opkins University);
ptna, PJ')/l-G5.l, 21, ~'11r lifl, 22 Jim )19; Ntl Pra, 1t reb J,P.; Tntelllgencer, 29
r.ec lifl; Georr.etown Advocate, 30 rec li8.
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that he leave the city,
;

The courage of police captain Goddard and several

priwite citizens prevPnted violence, the Nation11l ~ continuPd publication,
and public wrath subsided when trayton ?11d his associ ate ?.ft.er
fought trial received long orison sentences for kirlnaopinr,.

11

fiercely

Still indigna-

tion over the affair did not obscure from slave owners the probable economic
advantages of dispensing with slavery altogether or from non- slaveholders
the benefits of takinc the tistrict out of sectional conflict in Coneress
and thereby scotching renewed proposals to move the capital to the ~;est. 70
Had Southern members of Co~ress not felt that on constitutionnl
grounds they dare not give an inch lest it become an ell, compensated
emancipation i n the l:istrict l'lieht well have become law in 18L9 or 1850.

T?../-1"'"-~

thraham Lincoln of Illinois ;:,ssurr,d the House th.-t a majority of the COl!ll11unity
would favor the measure.

If certainty that Southern senators would never

consent kept local slave- owners quiet, at least outspoken opnosition ·in the
District was extremely rare.
•

J,

single petition of 18L9 signed by about

seventy men, two-thirds of them county farmers, merely requested r,ongress
not to chpnge the laws without first ohta1 ninp, loc11l 11pnroval by formal
referendum,
trade,

City resinents l'IPanwhile pressed for prohibition of the sl:ive

The \·/ashinrton council s pronounced it ":>like prejudici al to the

interest of our ci ty 11nd offNisl ve to !'Jublic sentiment, " ts i'lorthP.rners in
Congress agreed with the city, the "omnibus" bill of 1850 designed to settle

70

News, 22, 29 /\or, 1 Jul,:,, 12, 19, 26 flue;, 30 Sep, 7 Oct la8, 27
Jan, 19 Mayl8; ptn, SJO/I-H2, 13 Jun LO; Intelligencer, 29 Dec 48; Ntl Era,
4 Jan l19, 21 Nov, 12 Dec 50; Cong Globe, 30C, lS, 20 J,pr !s/l, oo, 6L9-58 and
t,np, pp. 500- 10, 53ll, 30-:, 2~, 12 Dec Lfl, p. 31, 21 flee h8, pp. 83, lo6,
10 Jan h9, no. 212- 15, 22,23 Jan L9, pp. 3:l!Jn1, 323-2L, 31 Jan 49, pp.
415- 21, 20 Feb !19, p, 569.
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pern;inf'>ntly thP sectionrl controversy over slnvery includeci a section outlawine the triide in the f:istrict,

13ut South--rners believed with Senator

Pierre Coull of Louisiana that to forbid it would he merely
a path thnt would Pnd in emancipation,

<l

first step on

They 'fought the proposal for nine

months, and then probably only Henry C,1.ay•s insistence thnt it was an
essenti;il part of the> great compromise persuaded them to yield.

~lhPn the

compromise acts becamf'> law in f:P.ptember 1850 Wal'hinr,tonians subscribed to
Clay• s view that the prohibition of the traffic in the Di.strict "should
give pence ;ind security to ~ he m;,inten11nce of slavery within this Di.strict
until it exhausts itself by the process of time, ;is it would seem to be
most rapidly doing," F'ai th in that ultimate outcome co11forted citizens who
had hoped for abolition, 71
White citizens• readinP!'s to end slavery in the District of l',olumbia,
it is true, was far frol'll synonymous with acquiescence in hnVinr: thousands
of free Negroes as neir,hbors,

Inasmuch 11s most white people disliked close

association with black in any hut a 171llster-servant relation, whites might
•

have been expected to cling to a system that ensured the master's control•
Yet year by year ss the du11l pressures of econoMics and hunanitarianism
reduced the number of slaves in \,Rshinr;ton and Georgetown, free Negroes, for
All the hostility shown them, gained in status.

l·,'hites no longer feared them

as notential inciters of slave insurrection; if they were lazy and boisterou~
or depraved, strict enforcement of the black codes could still keep them

7l John lllicolay and John Hay, Life of Abraham Lincoln, I, 2115; ptns,
H29.1'.-G3,3, 26 Jan L7, H30JI-G5.l, 7 Feb !19, S30J-H, 23 Jan !19; Cong Globe,
31C, lS, 8 May 50, pp, 9hh-!18, fl Jul 50, po. 1179-80, 3 Sep, op. 1743-Lli,
10 Sep>p. 179h 13 Sep, p. 1810, 16-18 Sep, pp. 1830 lfl37, 1R59-6o, 2h
Se~ 50, o. 1954, and App) po. 619.20, 7/lh-R5, 1630.7,9 Clay's remark is
on p, 1647 of the Jnpend1x0

211.3

-

had fewer grounds for complaint since the CCY."petition of black m':1/
in check.

White lahorers,Uooking for jobs for themselves was less acute
' ·,
than that of slaves whose mP.sters ;,rranged for thPir hire, Colored lc>urt,.

dresses and nurses, Negro caroonters and draymen were in some demand.
Dozens of Negroes acCUJ!\ulated enough to hu_y horses and carriages and set
uo as hackmen, and)in the othPr occupations which custom reserved for
colored people,scores acquired enviable skills.
notable example:

The cooks were the most

slave boys, for years past sent hy their owners to serve

apprenticeships under the experienced French chefs in the households of
foreign diplomats, learned the secrets of the art, and t hose like James
Wormley who then bought their freedom held the key to economic security;
Wormley became a caterer and later the proprietor of a fashionPhle hotel
oatronized by the Southern gentry. 72 As long as free colored people behaved
with circumspection, and as long as they did not, multiply alarmingly, they
could count on remaining peacefully in the District.

Numbers constituted

the one serious threat to their future.
No city, North or South, wanteri a large 1"egro populRtion.

r!hites

in the capital both before and for a yP.ar or two after the r,ompromise talked
uneasily of the rapid expi>nsion of Was'1inr;ton' s colored co111!1nmity.

T:uring

the 18uO's the number of freP. Ne~roes in the city hrd increased by 69 percent
and the immigration of freedmen for1\ed out of hm:.,·l11n<:1 and Virginia threatened
to continue.

The new f~itive slave act somewhat lessened anxieties lest

the District cit ies become the permaner.t. sanctuary of Virginia and Haryland
runaways; unapprehended, they would 1:e absorbed into the free black population

72 Washington l'Jirect~r1::, 186c; Jessie Denton Fremont, Souvenir of
~ , np . 97-911.

!1l
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and increase it furtmr.

(See Table 2).

Since Con· reiss refuseci the

nistrict nmnicinnliti es nntl>ority to har the inp,ress of free Negroes and
limited the cities' powers to regul;,ting their conduct once arrived, any
•

measure calculated to restrict their numhers was welcome to whites; the
discomfort of reading newspaper advertisements for fugitive slaves and
watching federal mnrshals reclaim them seemed a small price to pay for
keepine the colored population to no more than the 26 percent of the Hhole
it then was.

Daltimore, protected by l-larylano laws, was 20 percent colored,

St, Louis in slave-owning f;issouri S,4 percent, and Cincinnati 2.fl percent.
!"letter enforced hlack codes might E"nahlo l•:ashin(!ton ano Georget'own to achieve
comparable ratios. 73

Free blacks themselves realized that the fewer their

relative nunhers the better off they individually would be.
In the autumn of 18$0 Washington City reexamined her prohlem.

Tm

Colonization Society was still functionini:: but too ineffectually to hold
out hopes of persuading Negroes to emigrate in a body.

The severe black

.:,

code of lfl36 had never heen strictly enfori:ed; p11rt of it was 011tently
unenforceable.

The councils consequently l'hoi;e to try modifications.

The

amE>nclments reduced thf' hond required of evm-y free Ner.ro over twelve years
of age from !°'1000 to !'So 11nd de!'ll'lnded the

Sl rety

of one w>iite freeholder

instead of five, but every colored oerson ir~~ying for residence must report
within five days of his arrival or pay the :,en11lty of n fine or a term in
the workhouse.

As before, the mayor must give express permission for any

puhlic gatherinr of Negroes, ano secret mee•tinr,s were forbidden.

'l'he

13 Ngws, 2, 16, 23, 30 Nov, 7 Dec So, 31 ~~ay, 6 nee Sl, 6 t-:ay S2,
20 flor 53; ,,ixth U.~. Census, lRl1O; Seventh _i.s • .;ensus, 18,0, pn. ::>21,
235-36, 662, B30. ~ ....t.o--;:;:-"-°
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results satisfied the authorities.

In lfl5L only fl of the 6o3 persons sent

to the workhouse wer<' committed for beine "out ;:ifter set hours" and only
two for heing "resident without bonds, 11 '(4
ThP orobahilitiP.S are that t~c new code was no more enforceahle thnn
the ol<l but seemeo successful hPcause w1d te people ceased to think it
il'l"lort;,nt.

Surveillmce relaxed ns wnite fears of a blnclc inundation waned,

for, contrary to 11lnrmists• predictions the l85o•s saw an increase of only
I

1,050 free ner,roes in kasrington and a decline in the sl;ive pooulation.
flonrl nncl free together nu.rnherccJ 10, 2'/0 in 1850 and 10, 9flO in 1860) an increase of

r,. 93

the white population.,
co:1"1:1rc<I to n 6£>. ?IJ percent ri'.:c j_nf'l'l\r nPrcE>nt11rP of hl;,ck to white

thus drooped from 25.'7 to 17.96 jn tc•n ve:1rs'time.

In Georgetown the decline

was fror- 'n to 22 nercE>nt; thf' city hnd l'hout four hundred fewer free Ner,roes
11nd ::;la,·cs than hefore.

llnrler t.hesP ci rc1U1'stances whites no longer worried

and Negroes benC'fited. 75 {See Tnble II).
f,urinc the anxious dayR following John nro'Hll I s raid at ilarpers Ferry
;

••

in OctohP~ 11359, i/ashinrtonians were chiefly apprehensi ve lest "hostile
demons·trations from outsirle the city" develop.
permits

'l'he mayor countermanded the

He had granted colored people "to hold balls l'nd festivali,," crowds

mn tir,e for news p;athered ;ihout the telegraph offices and hotels, and

runored thre;,ts of :-n attack on the N11ti('lnal r.ra sounrlerl, but when nothing

-----74 ,..;ashington Acts, 8, 2/l Oct, 11 ,Jov L7, l!) Dec So, lR Jt>n, 20 Oct
51, 28 Feb, 28 Ppr, 3 Jun, 15 Vee 53, 20 Jan, 3 Pnr 511, 111 Nov 56, h l1ar
57; News, 5 Jun 47, 19 Jan, 20 /pr, 19 Oct, 21 Dec 53, ?2 fpr SL, ?3 Jan
51!; Star, 22 Pug 59, 5 fpr 60.
75 Seventh u.r-:. Census, 1850, pp. 235-36, ;,nd fiehth u.s. Census,
186o, Ponul?tion, m. 616-23.
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Table 2
Population of ,:ashineton
TOTf L

,.

lf\r)()
2, L64

\,,11ITE

lfliO'
l
S, 904

lfl!W
9,376

18~p·
':.J.h;ioJ.

fllio
1,
• !6;·r,1.3

N11tive
Foreign-born
Ireland
Germaey and
fustria
United lingdom
TOT f.L O"LOl?FD

Free
Slave
:t of colored
of total pop.

of free negro
of total pop.

1n50
29,730

186o

24,r.17*
1,,913*
2,373*

39,31L

1,1,1r844i<

2,729
1,127

50,139

lfl,765
6,282

7l,6

2,304

3,741

S,449

6,521

10,271

10,983

123
623

867
1,L37

1, '(96
l,9LS

3,119
2,330

1i,r-00
1,713

l', lSfl
2,113

9 209

23.24

?fl.07

2n .52

?7.7fl

27.92

?5.61l

17,97

3,1'3

10.56

13,69

15,90

20. Sf\

20.39

1S.n6

lti,Lll

37.63

LB.OJ

57.27

·13.'50

79.li2

ri3,l13

'

12.20

17,61

16.19

21.49

1,774

1,

% Free Negro of

colored pop •
.& Foreign-born

of totlll pop.
-' Foreign-born
of white pop.
•. % Increase in

white pop, in
t en years,

139,65

SR.Rl

51.69

1R,r9

76,14

AA.98

208,RL

62.37

hS.65

19,67

57.Sl

6,93

604.87

107.lS

7li.OS

54. 15

69.67

l?.88

:1: Incre11se in

col ored ooo.
in ten years

1. Increi,se in
Free Negro pop.
in ten years

*

F'igures for entire Tlistrict, hut since the growth of the white nooul11tion
between 1810 ;ond lfl9) was only 2,S!,S in Georgetown and 925 in the county, the
Pssumption seems reasoni,ble that the hulk of P.uro~enn :immigration was into
1-:ashington.

286
haopened the ci. ty quickly returned to an outwardly normal routine. 76 LPast
of :ill Jlmerican citizens could 1,istrict rf!sidents, unrenresented in national
cNincils, forest11ll a national disaster r,rowing out of the sl11very que>stion •
•

ThP.ir one contrihution must lie in the concPal.rePnt of inner fears and the
oreservation of

P.n

air of calm.

In the decade preceding the '.:ivil War \foshi.n gton's reputation orobably suffered in the North from the reprinting in

1855

of ~illiam Uoodell's

Sla~~I.:l and Jlnti-Slavery, for the volume writ;ten in the 18JO's and unamended
in later editions described conditions that no longer held true in the
lri.strict.

fleaders might readily believe that l~istrict citizens were still

pledged to strengthening the pect1li~ institution in the co1111nunity, that
kidnanoing of free Negroes to sell into slavery was a col11f!lon occurrence and
1iw,,).-.

that the slave(\still operated on an enomous scale in the nPtional capital.
In the 1850 1 s deep-seated prejudices still marked race relm.ions in \;ashington, but attitudes nrvertheless represented a lone advance from those of
the thirties and, because men now perceived the dtMensions of the problem,
••

progress beycncl those of the early years of the century.

FreP NeP,roes,

tho,gh honnd by restrictive ll>Ws, could ordinarily PXOPct ,iustice under
trose laws. Honest, hard-working fMilies With residence pemits, while
hatinf; the indicnity of the hlack code, were not invnriably oppressed by it.
In proportion to the size of the colored 009ulati.on, Negro arrests wore more
frequent than white, hut whites no longer cited the police records as
proving Negroes' innate depravity.

76

.star•. 111, -19,

!Jow and ar:ain a mar,istrate meted out an

20 :-Jct '.,9; 29 fl11r (,o.

•
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excessively harsh sentence.

~:ore often the c"ll.rts exhihitP.d scrupulous

fairness or tempered justice with mercy.

Law still sanctioned the sale of

sl;,ves owned in the i,istrict, and newspapers still carried advertisements
•

for fur,itives; hut the occasional selling of local slaves could he viewed
as oort of the process of ridding the Listrict of slavery rather than proof
of interest in perpetuP.tine the traffic; the kidnanpinr, of free .l\egroes was
now alr,ost unheard of; and the advertisements fo~ runaways were usually
for Virgj nia nnd t'. aryland slaves.

Washingtonians, if only from their deter-

minntion not to antagonize ;Jorthern congressmen, were at pain to check
abuses,

I'ir hts still occm-red between Negro<'s Md white rowdies, but the

public was quick to recognize and decry unprovoked attacks unon Negroes.
Indeed among educated whites indignation burnP.d far hotter at the hullies
who harried colored peoole than at lazy Neeroes who pilfered or diced and
drank.

Only the lowest ranks of white lnhorers really resented hlacks. 77
So detached an observer as Cr, Gm:aliel Bailey of the National!:!:!

•

believed 1-lsshington' s record better than that of many northern cities.

At

the time of the Drayton affair l·: ashiq;ton preserved order in a fashion that
cities like 'Jinci.nnati might well emul;,te.

\·lhites in the c11pital were too

often hlind to the virtuP.e of their Negro neighbors, to the "thrift and

77 l•;illiar, Goodell, Slavery ~ lnti-f-lavery in ftmerica, pp, 226, 21i.3LL; Intelli~ir<:_!'L, S Feh u9; ~ Fra, 2 /lug h9, ;; J;,n ~19 /tpr
1L f~ay
51, 23 Dec , 10 f'eb 59; News, 15Feh 51, 22 l"ay, 26 Jun 52, ll.1, 17 Sep 53,
9 Jan, 5 .Aug SL, S /tpr .56,:?b:-ep 57, 16 Jan 58; ~ . 12 Oct SA, 28 f>,ar,
1 J.pr, 12, 15, 19 lug, 9 Dec 59, 9, 11 Feh, 3 l'ar, 19 Sen 60; Washington
cts, l.nyor's rot, 9 Sep So, op, 1121-30; JI Rx f..oc li3, 31C, 1:-, 3 Mar 51, Ser
99; II l•JC f,oc 72, 33C, 1S, 3 l".ar 51,, Ser 723; otn, HJ2t-- r S.6, 10 f!ar 52;
Olmsted, fieaboard Slave States, I, 16-17,

ss,

5
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industry of the 1:reat mass of them" and to the "dignity, decorum 11nd good
taste they display."

But

,:r.

Bailey declm-ed that speech wRs as free in

Washington 11s in the North 11nd toleration here rather greater, and, as the
•

editor who first nublishcd Uncle Tom's Cabin, he had reason to know.

The

new Fref'-Soil Republican party was steadily em.ning local adherents.

In a

city where race questions were over present, "a young clergyman has stood
up in his place in Washinr,ton pulpit, and preRched on Slavery to his conr;regation, in a way that would hnve split man.v
North.

ti

conservative church at the

nut he has neither lost caste nor nosition--the majority of his

church while dissentinr, from his views, recognize the indenendnnce of the
oulpit. 11

Unhti•pily the younp; ninister w11s l11ter dismissed; over half the

Hnittirian conrrP.r,ation considered his semons inn:>Ml"ato--y and in the l11te
fiftir>s conservative 1•1;,shingtoni:ms, however deeply convinced of the evils
of slavery, thought 1Jdvocacy of political action too d11ngerous to the Union. 7B
The Churches
Individual members of the white churches in \iashington and George-

town may have secretly helped the ~eshington station

of the underground

railway smuggle slaves north to free soil, butJin spite of divided opinion
in nearly every congregation, none of the churches officially endorsed
abolitionist tactics.

f'ven in \fashington's ni-w :Jonr,reg11tional Church

organized by New Engl11nders in 1851 the trustees objected to the label
"anti-slavery church."

Conservatism about political iicti.on predominated

among Quakers as well as among Unitarians, the most radic;il group in matters

78 News 30 f.or 53, 10 l'l'!y 56; Ntl 1;:x-a, 2 r-ec 52, 9 Nov 5L, 1 Feb,
23 ftug 55, m •ar, 11 Dec 56, 27 J;in 5£,.)')Jun 59; Star, 19 t1 11y 511, 22
Jun 59.
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of Christian rloctrine.

On the other h,,nd only St. Pauls Methodist !;pis-

copal v'hurch aff iliated with the fl(luthern w.i.ne when the national church
split.

'l'he laity of ~:cKcmdree 2nd ;;esley chapels protested against the

strong anti-sl:-very pronouncement of the General ·::onrerence of Northern
t1 ethorlists in 186(), but excPpt for f.t . Panls all the local 1:etnorlist churches
refused to sep11rate froM thr. 1-orthern body.

Simil:>rly, the eir:ht white

PreshytPrian conpregations rcmnin<'ri with the North<'rn church, imd outward
unity prevailed in !~as'•inrton ' s six ' 'piscopal, four white fl1mtist and t hree
Lutheran churches.

Segregation nevertheless cell(•rally obt ained in l'rotes-

tant conr,regations, whether by choice or by acciclcmt, for Ne1:roes preferred
to support their own churches.

The colored churches accordingly grew.

During a wave of revivals i n 1858, eighty people were baptized at the
Colored PrPsbyteriim church on a si~le Sunde,y.

Whether tiegroes in any

numhers were comrrunicants of WashinP,ton's six Catholic churches is uncertain,
although the non-discriminatory nolicies of the hierarchy and the school
•

for color ed children conducted at f-t . I '11tthews donbtlPss drew some colored
people.

'lacial antar,onisms touched Washinrton' ~ Jews rather lir.htly, pro-

bably r-ecause the liPhrew Conr,:rer,ation fomed in 1856 was sm11ll 11nd unobtrusive and, except when Jewish pedlars hawked ready-made clothinr, through
,;ashinP,ton I s streets, few peoole reitlized that ;, new minority hRd a'"lpeared
in their miclst. 79

79
Star, 19 Dec 5'(, J .-.ay 58, 12 f.uc, 5 Dec 59, 2'/ Jul J tuc 6o;
Intelli gence~ 22 t;ov 51; Sessford /lnn;,ls, 1852 (Ks Jiiv. L. C.) ; Wasl:in{~ton
Dir ectory, 1C5J, p. flB; ~ . 2 Nov 50, 15 J?n 53, J ,:ay 51,; Cong ~~.
JLC, 1S, App. , 2 Jun 56, p. 6; Lorr.nzo ~. Johnson, The Churches and Pastors
of WPshingto!!, D.C.
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11
:

uch hip.otry :>ncl hitternAss of fePlinp, exist in nur tnwn to}iard us
ynnnf" lfas"inM,nn h11sinesS11t;,n in 111119.

•

':atholics," wrote

..

Rre either 11P11rly i ethodists or neflrly Presrytf'rians."

II

"Our T-:pisconalians

Perhaps the Protes-

tanti61'1 of nenedict Semmes' fiancee sharpened his sensitivities; certainly
before midcentury open cleavages between the Cetholic and the evangelical
churches rarely or never occurred •

...:atholic and Protestant Sunday scl.ools

celebr ated the 11th of July tor.ether, and the social prestir,e of man_y a
distinguished olrl ~!ashington Pnd Georgetown fai-ily gave the Roman church
stand:i nr, here

j

t lacked in much of the Unite,! f:tatcs.

8

f:uch religious hosti-

lity as clevelooed in the 1R50• s aopP.ars to h:ive Sprung chiefly from antiforeign feeling as the tide of ~ntholic Irish nnd German immigration swelled.
The nativism which swept the country in the early fifties and produced the
Native fmrrican or Know Nothing party expressed itself in \iashinr,tnn in
the "Pope stone" enisode hut uaually vented itself in the derog11tinn of the
Iri.sh i!l1ll i;:r11nts.

ThPir raoirlly r,rowinP' mim1'Prs, thPir illiter11cy, their

quarrelsom,mess which not tnfreqnPntly 11,n,Jecl thel" in court for disorderly
cnnduct or worse nffenses, and their noverty which M11de theM a hurdPn to the
city overseers of the poor expl.>in ,:ashinr.t<>n's flntagoniBMs hetter thfln can
Protestant fanaticism.

In 1r50 the entire District had fewer than

5000

foreign-born; ten years l;,ter 1-laslri.ntton City alone had 10,'/65, of whom
nrarly 6300 were Irish Catholics. 80

(See '!'able II).

Ltr, n. J. SemmP.s to J. Jordan, lR fpr h9, ~,e11111es I ss (SHC);
Intellir;encer, 7 Jul 117, S' "eb L9; News, ? Jan, 29 />or, 12 Jul 5L, 1L Nov
57; :-lashinr,ton Acts, t:n.vors' rpts, ? Sep 50, 30 Oct 5L, pp. 151-63, 3 Oct
56; Seventh U.f-. ::ensus, 1850, p. ?)6, nnd ~ighth Census, 186c, Pnoulation,
pp.
and 1-'isc ~tiitistics, n . 508; Star, l? Jf!n 60; Ttpt sec/Int,
lfl5A, p . (30, f.er 974.
11()

"°°", · .
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Washineton rnd Georgetown thought of thc-mselves as cities in which
relir,ion loomed large.

fnrl they were, insofar as h,ri.ldinr, churches and

centerine in then much philanthropic and social activity establish religion
in a community.
church

eo

Scarcely a year I)llssed without seeinr, at least one new

up and congregations "vieing with each othc•r in imp11:rtinr, to

their respective nlaces of public worship such external ;,nd internal adorn!'lcnts as ;,re oopropriate to Christian tel"ples."

F'rO!TI ti1"P. to tirm the

~:ashingt on Rihlc Soziety canvr1>secl the city ;ind distrihuted 11ihles, ;ind,
inspired by this ex;imnle, in lR!,2 ni nety-two ;vnune mc-n formed the l!;,shington
WC/o, t he s ixth t o be oreanized in the United ft;ites.

Thcir primrry ailll was

the str enetheni·ig of evaneelical relipion in the city, hut the Association
also perfonned a practical service in maintaj ninr, at its headquarters a
l ibrary :md •·eadinr, room, an C'lllolo;yment bureuu and a directory of respectable board1nr: houses.

~:asl·ington shared in the "religious awakening" that

stirred /1.1,ericml Protestants in 18!,fl but th,, r<>vivPl here caused little of
"the fe•erish excitement that h11s char.:,cter:l.zed its manifestations in some
other i)arts of the country." Anxiety about preservation of the Union was
nore noticeable than concern for the salvation of individual souls. 81
Sc.n.al Life
'I'he dirty streets, the municip!ll feudinf' Pncl the lawle!'sress canned
by the exnlosiveness of the ooliticlll atmosphere in the CRpital miRht well
seem

to ht>ve m1•dA \·:ashinrtnn in the years hAfore the '.:i vil \1ar one of the

81

i-·vsllineton Lire~ory, 18L6 ar:d 1060; News :? , 9 Oct 47, 2 /pr 53;
Intellige~, 22 Jan-;-n-1,Rr, 28 /pr, 6 Sep 47,Thy LS, 9, 11 Jun 52;
Star, 23 ilar, 16, 27 Apr, 9 Jul, 11, 18 /oue 58, 24 Jim, 9 f-eo, 15, 17 ilov
59, 26 Se~, 13 Dec 60.

•
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least agreeable COllllnunities in all f.merica.
if subtle, cha:nn.

Yet the city had a compelling,

Visitors mir,ht not feel it :imnediately even when they

werf' impressed at the grandeur of the public buildiJ'li;s; foreign travellers
frequently were disdainful about all aspects of the city.82 But peoole who
st::iyed

imy

length of time alriost invariably found the community concenial.

Newcomers in r..onr.ress still wrote honesick letters to their wives
and friends telling of the abomin~ble clim11te or the dreariness of boardinghouse rooms furnished characteristically with "sofa, easy ch11ir, mar ble
mantle

nnd

centre table1 chandelier with gaslights,~~!!£!: stand covered

with jimcracks, nine copies in plaster of sculpture etc etc."

'fhe farther

a congressm11n was from home the less likPly he was to enjoy his sojourn on
the notomac, for home state affairs were of major il1T'lortance to him, the
city full of straneers from unfaniliar olaces was confusil'lf anrl if, as was
the case for a nunher of nen in the forties and fifties, the journPy to

-~

~Jiishil'l[';ton took a week or ten days or more by stage coach, stea,,iboat and
the steam cars, his sense of isolation from his

own

people chilled him.

st,~
Like Sylvanus 11. Lowry of1,!- inncsota, he might prefer "pork and cabbare and
St. Cloud" to \fashinrton's "creen peas, asparapis, sweet potatoes ["an,j/
spring chicken." The uninitiate were a·>pallf'd at the cost of eve:rythi~ and
even I rs. John Campbell, wife of the Postmaster GenPral whose salary was
fl1!Yl0 1 ohserved:

"This is~ P,rand place for spendinr: all your money.

I can

tell you, it is as much as a cabinet officer can do to make ends meet •••
extortion is the order of the day."
82

Rut in time the shyest and nost socially

Lady Erunelb1e ftuart \-,ortley, Travels :!:£ the United ~tates during)

18L9 11nd 1g5o, pp. 112-AL; rdward l'/ice:v, ~ I onths in tt,e United ~t ates, II,
92; ltrs, uoge Ci'vin ::OOper to /llexsnoer Ramsey, 3 r.ei:;''l, 13 Jnn Sl, ''amsey
l·'s s (Hinn l!is "oc) 0
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inept men discovered Washington 1 1: 'attractions.

Those sometimPs lay in

hotel bars and "cambling hells" hut c;.uite as often in the parlors of
hospitable families.

!..or corwressrnon who hroui:ht thP.ir wives with them

the city hccn:nr, CRY rnd interesting.

Severel sen:>tors thought society in

the capital pleasant enough to w11rr1mt huildinp, or huyinp. "magnificent residences" in which to entert;,in; they might thus escRpf> Vie olight r:rs. :~hell
...,..,;:.,
• .. .,...~
tnJ •...s.

described to her fat.her{[ "Notre mRison contj nent trois cent, mais nous
;,vons six centa cartes d' j_nvitations en Vl.lle. "

J\nd where in /ll'!erica except

lvashincton micht a man from a small western town dine with "a live lord,"
albeit "the most seedy-looking personage present? 1183
'l'he excitement of the political battles on the liill also held fascinetion.

Here, Renresentetive n.illinghurst noted, "is a grand arena for

talent to display itself.
over the l;,ncl.

f.very word • • • is reoorted and spread abroad

Thf> m1rlience is the entire nation."

Washington, f'urthP.rmore,

was the natural center of preliminary planning for national party conven::

tions.

Though leaders in New York City, Cincinnati or Chicago now had a

larger share in picking party candidates than in the days of the conr,ressional
caucus, in pre-election years the capital was still the scene of the dinners
:>nd 111Petiq,s that would stronr;ly influence the final choice.

RJ Ltrs, 'llerles Jlillinghurst to his wife, 1~, 25 DPc 55, 10 Dec 56,
25 Feh 59, ;:,nd to his son, 17 Jan 5R, 13illinehurst l'ss (Wis!IS); ltr, F.milie
Chapron Canpbell to John Chapron, 25 Dec SJ, John Gh:>pron l.ss (l-lcf,SHC)j ltrs,
Sylvanus D. Lowry to his wife, 1, 15 i'pr 59, Lowry ICss (NinnHS); ltrs, John
Sibley to Gov Jlexander 'laMsey, 26 Jul, 25 J\ue SO, Jolm H. Stevens to
Ramsey, 16 Feb Sl, and 1-1 B. t,hite to R:,msey, 1 Jul 52, Ramsey Hss (MinnHS);
1 trs, Sayles J. Bowen to Julia Darker, 23 July 51, and hary Barker Bowen
to Julia Darker, 6 Dec 57, Rowen liss; 1:ews, 12 /'pr Sl; "HotnC? Letters of
George 1-i Julian, lfl50- lll51, 11 Imli~ "ac:azin~ of ilistory, XXIX, No 2 ( Jun,
1933), 131~63.
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When the conventions am the elections were over And the l'residentelect arrived in the capital, jubilant friends and office-seekers poured
i nto the city.
•

In 1849 a hundred marsl,als to take charee of President

Ta.v lor' s inaugural parade and three inaugural balls were necessary to accommodate the crowds.

In soite of the difficulties of travel, in 1853 a record

20,000 guests arrived before Franklin Pirrce's inauguration, and in spite

of "a raw northeasterly Wind, wa.ftine a pretty continuous though fast,>
melting snow," 70,000 to Ao,000 people watched the p.,rade.

The death of

Pierce's son a few weeks before cancelled nlans for a hall.

Four years

later the rift in the r.iemocrstic party over slavery threatened to make
Buchanan's in11ugural a cheerless affair .

l•/hf>n ".onr,re11s convened in lx>cember

1~56, the refusal of anti- slavery households in Was~inpton to illU!llinste
their winrlows to acclaim the triuroph of the p11rty 1 s pro-slavery wing launched
a controversy over who should run the parade on March 4th.

ft

puhlic mass

meeting settled the immediate quarrel by electi~ a committee representi ng
.'

all factions, and the day 1after a11 went well.
1

To prevent any chance of

fresh diVision, a single inaugural ball was held in a lerge wooden building
erected on Judiciary Square especially for the occasion.

There Democrats,

for the moment aeain united, celebrated gaily. 84
ThPse short-lived four-yearly festiVities, like the perpetual stream
of Visitors who came to view their capital, had little lasting effect upon

8
4 Ltr, fl. J . Rel"'l!les to J . Jordan, 10 Jun LB, Semmes Nss (SHC);
Intelligencer, 18 Oct 48, 5 Mar L9, 9 Jan 57; ltrs, ft . c. 'Richards to John
t-t. Willi11ms, 23 Jun 52, 3 llar 53, Willi/!Jlts l:ss (~.innHS); r.onr: Globe, J2C,
3S, L Mar 53, App. , p . 245; ltrs, Ghrrles ni.llinghurst to his wife, 6 Dec
56, 21• Feb 59, Billinghurst rss (\:is'IS); Ntl Era, I, Dec 5A; f.tar, 7, 16 Jan,
l1 Miir 57.
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hashington's sociBl life.
•

Thon BS now siehtseers might call unon their

congressmen, tour the Capitol and too Smithsonian, walk through the Botanical
Gardenia tmd the White !louse grounr!s ;mrl, Slltisfied th8t they then knew all
about the city, denm-t without ever conversinr, with a W11shinr:tonian.
comments were SOITl!times intelligent, sometimes silly.

Their

If they were Northerners

they might observe with discomfort the servility and incompetence of the
hotels' black servants while Southerners might rcmm-k on the "nigge,,.s•
imoudence. 11

otherwise, tourists were often unaware of local people.

A

young woman from foirfreeshoro, Tennessee, though ndnittine that the national

museum contained "a great great many curiosities, all kinds of birds, fish,
animals and many beautiful pictures," thollf,ht only one thing in \iasl1ington
worthy of note:

"One r,lass case • • • it was an orangoutang that resembled

1:iss t-'ay Ready very much indeed.
keeps hers when she talks. "

The rnouth was gano!'d open just like she

The native i :ashingtoniiin accUBtomed as he was

to glib uninformed ~udgments on his city was nevertheless touchy about criti>

cism, iru,srnuch as visitors' disparagements rnight· hurt and their enthusiasm
might help the connunity• s relations with ConP,ress.

nut niqned or oleased,

citizens were hespitable to thP. atraneer.

They were pRrtic,1];,rly gr acious

to the annual crop of young W0111en who

to visit rellltives or acquain-

CIJ!l\e

tances for a nonth in the season, and cine for the ver¥ good reason that
the supply of bachelors promised a round of pleasures unobtain.-ible at home.
The young, if conscious of little but themselves, at lP.ast called 1:ashington
delightful.OS

OS Ltr, ChBrles needy to his wife, 11 Dec 56, John Hunt l~organ Hss
(SIIC); Olmsted, f>eabonrd f>lave States, I, )-6; Intelligencer, 27 Oct 47;
Star, 12 Jan 59; Kate s. Cllrney fil.nry, 211 J'.ug 59 (f>HC); Fanny Page Hume
di8cy, reh-11ar 6o (SIIC); ltr, ft, c. Richards to John t,. Williams 6 Dec 51,
Willioms llss (l:innHS).
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Not all \·:ashi~ton I s clelir,hts were unique.
•

and halls and brilliant oarades.

Other citiPs held fairs

Though Ricnard Forrest, Edwin l3ooth and

other fa1nous .ictors occasionally played the capital, New York and !'hiladelohia theatres offered wider repertories aoo plays better staged.

Circuses

and menageries toured throughout Pmerica and steamboat excursions were a
standard form of outing in every river city.

1•:en 11nd hoys were playing

baseball in a dozen towns before the Potomac Club appeared in ~l;,shineton in

1859.

86

Yet in and out of season \.'ashington h;,d the unequalled advantage of

the presence of the President, his cabinet nncl the dinlomatic corps.

If the

President sumncred at the Soldiers Home he was still within the District.
Nowhere else in the United States could one expect to see a wediiing staged
in baroni;,l style.

WhPn the '.:cunt Po 1:isco nrrenr,ed his voung sister-in-law• s

wedcling in Georgetown on a scale only less t:ranii than his own, "one hunclred
and seventy carri;,ges" conveyed r:uests "to the elegant end hospital mansion
of the popular reprcsent11tive

of the Emperor• Nicholas."

official social affairs limited to the hieh ranking.

Nor were semi-

Anyone might join the

"jamb" of the Hew Year's day reception Pt the l'ihite liouse, althoueh the
custom of keeping stores open on that day left retail clerks behind shop
counters.

In 1052 a guest of a minor eovernment employee rem11rked with

aSDP.rity:

"The ;,ristocracy is complaininr bitterly because there is so many

'

..

..'• . . ~ !nt,elli[encer. ,fl
1?~100,.
9 :Ppr, 3, 24,, _29 f,en; ,. 3, 27 ~c
.~'7,;'2L..-/lpr,,;1,7,, 211.
~ ai·Ci,?'til1~; ~tews, 10. Jul, 6 Nov h7, 29 Jalil' L!l., 2,
'9,', ,).'i)1_·ttov~
;1;~5' n;c1
18 'Jan, ll',' il.5 ,1•:$; ,16, lug 51• 2u, 31 Jan, 2fi l'~b,
~91.l''ih,~_1_5~;· 1'1J'e:t>'~7;' 1..tar Jl. Ja,:i,, IJ NW, ?9,, 28·/ir_Jf';' 7 Hay, 2? .~ug, 13- Sep
150,;, 1•'BM=3W, Wa!fthii(;~ 'ri~;paper cM':ried frequcmt notices of theatre perfdrm~cei;_, 'and ot,her ~tandard entertainmentu.

~o,

'M'~'

JJ'hj.

·t,.
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common people that attend the /fresident'i/ lovees, 11 but the young woman's
•

bad grammar did not orevent her going more than once.

lore frequently than

peoole in other J\merican cities, rich and poor in \fashincton could seP., if
only from afar, foreigners as intercisting as Louis Kossuth, the great
llungari:>n patriot, the l'rince of \,ales travelling incognito or the imperial
prince

or Japan

and his exotic silk-ki.J11oned entourage.fl?

\iashillf,ton 1 s new ambition to be known for her "cultivation of the
mind, 11 ~o,.eover, bore some fruit.

Efforts to inr!uce the l-.'ashinP,ton f,i.hrary

J\sROciation to convP.rt itself into a free nuhlic library failed, hut the
YMCA and the t::olurnhia Library ~mp.1ny of ~a•>itol Hill provided soMe books
for people unable to buy them, and

readers could freely use the Smith-

sonian library and the Library of Congress as it was restored after the
fire of lfi.51.
into reing.

Before 186o several literary and dehatine societies had come

Public lectures were frequent.

The succession of P.uropean

nortrait painters who once had set uo studios in Washington had ceasod before
,'

miQcentury, but interest in /imerican artists was growing.
Washington

/,rt

In 1857 the new

/issociation held its first exhibit nnd the "pictures and

statuary, all by native artists of the

u.s., .. •have

excited the admiration

of visitors from all quarters of the Union, as well as foreigners resident
in l·iashinr,ton. 11 The collection of pictures in the national muse11m made the
Smithsonian a 101:ical meeting olace for conventions of 11rtists in 1R5fl and

R7 Jessie Benton Fremont, Souvenirs of !:z. Ti e, on. h-29; Intellifiencer, 31 Tlec h9; News, 3 fo'eb b9, 5 Jan 50-;-3 Jan 2; ltrs, Ph<>be Barker
to JuliP Barker, 11 Jan, 7 M11r 52, Bowen riss; !'!_g Era, 15 Jan 52; Star,
l)!, 1.5, 16 t-\ay 6o; ltr, /indrew Turoin Harllee to John W. l!arllee, 17 MRY
00, '.-iilli11m ~ry Harllee Mss ( SHC)

5

0
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1859,
•

Washinrton proudly listed four and Georgetown two fmerican painte1'8

as residents.

The Smithsonian also played host to scientific societies

and to several "n11tion11l musical conventions, uflfl Now imn 11p11in the city
enjoyed excellent music,
Theatre.

In Decemher

1n5o

Jenny Lind s11ng 11t the National

!f the Swedish nightingale evoked less raptut-e in the c11pit11l

thm in other cities, one \lashingtoniPn declnred it was only hec11use, "we
are too di(:nified, we are sup:iosed to be too well acquainted with 'l'alent
and Genius, to exhihit ony very r:roat wonder. •
perfectly entranced,"

•

•

But as for me I was

She added that to hear Jenny "cost us thirty dollars,

fourteen nollars for two tickets, four for hnck hire," and twelve for the
clothes tt-e occasion demnncled,

Charnher music was a rarity, a full orches-

tral concert unknown; but occasionally r:rand opera companies included the
c11pital in their tours,

W11shington usually "man11ged to Ret along reasonably

well with F.thiopian minstrels, peripatetic Italian vocalists, a brace of
musical conventions to say nothing of the slow 11nrt softly-subdued home productions of our own l·'.arine Band,"

Inasmuch as the Marines gave their concerts

in the open air on the Caoitol or the 1''hite House p:rnunr!s, l1>ck of money
for clothes and tickets excluded nohody,n9
In lRl11l Renedict

~e,,-mes,

intent on nortr11yinr, his city f11ithfully to

88 Int<>lligencer, 16 Jan, 5 l'eb, 17, 21 I-lay, lla Jul, 27 Nov 117;
News, ll Sep, 6 Nov, 2$ Dec 47, 1 Jul, 23 Seo Lil, 20 Oct 49, 15 Feb, 11
Jun 50, 6 Oct 53; Conr, Globe, 34C, 1;,, 11 lug 56, /,pp., pp. 11-12; Ntl Era,
5 JI.pr 5h, 14 May 57; Siar, 22 !·Jar, 22, 26 /'pr, 6 i-.Dy 58, 3, 7, 12, li!Jan
59, 21 Feb 60, 30 I ar 1,
89 News, 11 Sep 47, 9 Nov, 14 Dec So, 17 Dec 53, 12 Jim 56; ltr,
Mary llowen~llarriet Underhill, 12 Dec 50, Bowen I ss; Intelligencer, 15
Oct, 14, 17 Dec 49; ltr, B. Semmes to J. Jornan, 1() Jun Ga, Se1M1eS tlss (SIIC);
Star, 25, 26, 30 rpr, 2 May 60.
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his bride-to-be, tol<l her:
•
•

"Picnics and duels are thP ragP..

Of the fonner

we have two or three a week--an<l of the latter we have had three in less
than a month--thr<'e gentlemen were shot--none dangerously I regret to szy. 11
Rut as <luellillf; died out in the lfl51)•s, the city nreserved the att~active
qualities Semmes described.

Of June in 1:ashineton he wrote:

<:ur city hlls finally put on its whit e drillines and taken off winter
pantaloons: "Panama hats" are cor..rnon c>nd beaver scar~ and quaµit.
Strangers are leaving ••• • old residents are again renewing their
acquaint ance With old friends and organizing into the summer social
cliques. Ladies are r,a<ldine about in cob-web dresses "shopping"--i.e.
bleedinr, t heir unfortunate hushanns, papas ;ind brothers ••• "~herry
cobblers" anrl mint juleps are in extensive der1and, although very successful efforts have heen made to out them down.
Probably no old resident knew all the seventeen hunclred federal office-holders
of lfl6o as he had the three hundred of John fuincy Adams• day, but enough
casual social intercourse remained, esoecially in summer and the "half
season" of ea.rly fall when the hurly burly of politics subsided in Congress ' s absence, t o envelop the community with simplicity and warmt h,
Strawberry festivals and dancing oorties united WPshinr,ton IVld Georgetown
in summer gaities unspoiled by business rivalry.
taxes, and P.ock creek separated the cities.

Only civil authority,

During July ann !ur:ust shop-

keepers closed their stores at 7 o'clock in the evening in order to permit
employees an unfamiliar leisure.

Inespensive entertail'llllent was the rule.

Class distinctjons, though clearly recognized, rested more on manners than
money.

On Sunday, workingmen and their families, "clean in their persons

and decent in their dress, 11 promenaded on the terrace of the Capi tol with
"the beauty and fashion of the l\ation. 11 Winter, the return of strangers,
and the renewal of the official round of entertainment, obscured1 without
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obliterating, thP unoretentiousness of ~:ashinr;ton's permanent society.9'0

•
Later generations, asSUPting that dirty, ill-lighted streets, quarreling
parsimonious councils and ineffectual police represented a backward and
graceless city, would deny distinction to antebellum 1:ashington,

That super-

ficial judgment left out of account the significance of community participatjon in national affairs.

r..ongress at times snioed at the municipality;

moyor(? :ind councils felt r,rievances c1t Con~ress; hut ci ty
partners.

;,m niition were

Citizens' oreanizati ons took a lea,tinr, p;,rt in momentous events

like the layi.rJe of the cornerstone5of public buildings, presidential inauguration$ and the entertainment of famous visitors.

The mnyor, whatever his

individual weaknesses, was a personage not to be ignored.

Federal officials

and members of the diplomatic corps felt themselves very much one with the
city.

Though nolitics was the bread and butter of official Washington,

President and cabinet as a matter of course relied unon the city for other
nourishment.

In snite of ~!ashingtonians' declining initiative, as residents

of the capital they accepted responsibility as hosts.

Their carefully con-

cealed fears for the safety of the Union betokened their identification with
the United States,

Behind the untidy outer shell lay a community soirit

that the grander city of later years would never recapture.

90 Register of u.s. Officers and AgecM 1859; ltrs, B. J . Semmes
to J . Jordan, 12 Jun, Pul 48, !'eJr111esl~s
~ ltr, / . ::. 'li.chards to
J . 11, \•;illiams, 16 liay 51, John Williams.0 1,inn:!S); ~ . 5 Jul 56; One
Hundred Years of ~ ~iashington Gas Light Company.

THE SUi OF SIXTY YFAns

•
...

Sixty yf'nrs of crowth hnd brought dram11tic ch11nges to most .American
cities,

New York, with some RM,000 inhabitants soread from the Battery

nearly to 42nd strPet, h11d become one of the great coM~ercial cities of the·
world; hnr banks and offices, wharves and w11rehouses, restaurants, theatres,
hotels with running water, lighted streets threaded by the tracks of horsecars and paved with cobblestone or interlocking irQn plates impressed her
visitors just ns the poverty of ~rts of Goth11m 11pr,alled them,

lfaltimore,

exnandi~ north, south 11nd west from the n11t11osco river front, contajned
solid lines of s~·ops, warehouses and dwellings for a quarter of a l'lillion
people.

Cincinnati h11d grown from n frontier settlement of P,f)() souls nnd

a hundred-odd log houses to a manufacturing center supporting 16o,OOO people
and a river port where tens of steamboats <locked daily; Chicago, from an
empty stretch of prairie on Lake Michigan's shore, had turned into a
:

spra!'lling city of 75,000 fed by a network of railroads. <firn comparison, the
physical changes in \fashinr.ton were minor.

'fhe "city of mngnificent dis-

tances" war- still More nearly 11 collection of villages than an imposing
metropolis.

"To Milke a Wnshinr,ton street," wrote an f.Jl!:lish visitor, "take

one marble temole or puhlic office, a dozen houses of brick md a dozen of
wood and fill in with sheds and fields. 111 The "umbrageous forest trees"
l'irs. f:amuel Harrison Smith had acinired in 1800 had long since been felled
for buildinr, materials anrl firewood,

.

with rubbish•

I" .....-.r,l;u

V11c11nt lots r11n~ with

'
wee&

or str~
.1;,the swef'o of every street ~nd 11venue; Alley-ways

. destined shortly to become teeminp. slums inh11bited bv frePdmen were dotted

1 Henry Latham, Bl11ck and White, t_ Journal of ~ 'l'hree r;onths' Tour
in the United Stat,,s, p, 59.
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with "groegeries," houses of ill f11me and shacks.
•

But federal builcling since

111111, private enterprise and municioal efforts had ynar by year reduced the
numher of unsightly soots, and neighborhouds like those :ibout Lafizyette
square and the residential area west of the White llouse before the land
drop!)ed off into For gy Bottom had acquired an air of dignity and substance.
<Ffoeoreetown, in lllOO a pleasant, comnactly built small river port, had changed
far less than her nei~hbor.

F.xceot for ras lip,hts on some of her streets,

the addition of several ~core dwellinr;s md

II

few shoos, a noorhouse 11nd

Oak Hill cemntery in Parrots i-:oods on her outskirts, Ceorgetown looked very
much as she had at the turn of the century.
farm and woodland.

The county was still largely

Somewhat better ro:i<ls and to the northeast the tracks

of the R ~ O railroad made parts of the area more accessible than formerlyi
market eardens had replaced some of the tobacco and corn fields near the
cities' limits.

On the hillside beyond the Eastern Rranch rose the Govern-

ment llospital for the Insane, and on the river's edge opposite the Navy
.:

Yard where real estate was inexpensive a cluster of workingmen's houses
formed the nucleus of a new village, Uniontown.

\-lest and north of lfashington

a few city-ch,ellers had bought summer nlaces as far out as the Soldiers•
llome, while about Columbian College on Meridian !!ill and the school for the
deaf and dumb at Kendall GreE>n, signs of suburhs were 1m!X'aring.

But most

•
of the fifty-odd square miles th11t comprised Washington t.ounty
hAd out.
wardly changed very little in the six decades.

The character of the popullltion, on the contrary, had chanced con11iderably. The c:i. t y ~ had three whites to every colored person at the
turn of the century had five whites to every Negro in l86o.

The rise in
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the nlllllber of colored people which had alarmed whites in 18bO an<l 1A5n had
mysteriously halted; sl11ves were no lonr:cr a size:ahlP block of the oonul11tion. \-;nile Georgetown ;,cquired .few F.uroneRm1 s:f'tP.r lfl?'), in W11s11i~ton
foreign irnmieration had stenped un in the 1850' s, fed chiP.fly hy the influx
of Irish l11borers come to work on the new ~itol and to dig the aqueduct.
~.... /16/)

The Irish indeed,...made up over a tenth,Rll!l
all foreien-born over a sixth>of
.
Washington's popul:ition.

F'urthernore, whereas the Europeans who had thrown

in their lot with the new capital in the early years had been primarily
professional men, the rewercomers of midcentury were preponderately unskilled
workmen.

Yet a cross-section of \·:11shinr:ton' s population st the end of the

Pnte-bellum period showed her more nearly nRtive American than were lar ger
cities:

for example, t he foreign-born in New York constituted over 41l per-

cent, in Baltimore 2A percent and in Nc>w Orleans nearly h5 percent of the
white population.
~conomic patterns in neither Washinr,ton nor GP.orgetown ha<l followed

:

the expected lines.
widened at all

md

I'.1=1shi~ton I s independent h11siness interests had scarcely

'

Georgetown's hnd not advanced since the early lA)()•s.

The location 11t the fall line of the Potomac had proved of little advantar,e.
In rat her curious fashion the bitter commercial jealousies of the three
District cities had subsided after the retrocession of the southern third
of the ten-mile square.

In spite of the rise in Alexandria's trade unon

the completion of the C & 0 canal, the slow development of the resources of
the upper Potomac valley in the later years of the decade lessened the
significance of thP canal traff'ic for Alexand?i a, as for Washington end George-

town; in 1A51l a canal boatman remarked on the grass in Alexandria's streets
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and her seneral atmosphere of decay,

..

f.nd in spite of Virginia• s zeal in

promoting railroad construction between her l'ot0mac river port and the
hinterland of the state, i'lcxandria in l{\60 no longer se1'1nCd a dangerous

•

competitor to her fomer rivals ,

Although the broad i'otomac thwarted \-/ashinf,-

ton' s belated attenpts to build a tributary railroad empire to the south,
the river at thr. same ti.Jlle kept ftlexandria fra>1 extending her trade to the
north.
Lit tle by little over the years the river olayed a decrePai~ part in
the District's economic life,

In the 18th cm tl.lI"J not only \/ashinr,ton and

Jefferson but other f.merican lr.aders had l ooked unon the waterway as a vital
link betwePn too seaboard and thE' new :1est, Pt once a Fo11rce of mitional
unity and of COlll!lercial power; trade following the flPr, would mnke the
capital on the mi.ehty Potomac the business center of the United States,
idea had died slowly,

The

Although in the 1030's the burden of the C ~ 0 debt

had shaken faith that river and canal held the key to a golden future, fifteen years later the noney ooured into the Wasrington c11nal nnd other schemes
ai~d at profiting frOIII the completion of the Great National Project testified
to the nersisti.ng nower of the dream.

Only gradually, observing that rising

real estate values did not depend upon busy wharves at 17th street nnd on
the F:astern llranch, Washinr;tonians turned their eyes fi'om the river to look
to the Hill and the red sandstone castle on the Nall,

Confidence in the

permanence of the capital on the Potomac gave local business a stability that
withstood the shock of national deryressions, and land brokers came to occupy
a coveted inside place in the race for control of western lands, Georgetown
shifted her focus less sharnly, hut in the mi d-fi fties, as the oldE'r city
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reluctantly realized that she must ~lay seconrl fiddle to the capital, businesr-

•

men dropped nost of their conpetitive tactics in order to share in the
benefits of the:! federal government's patronnge.

•

Georgetown ~uld not dis-

al)oear as a separate entity for another thirty-five years, but by 186o her
identity of interest with l\ashington had become abundantly clear.
Antebellum i:ashington had not yet attain<'d a distinctive nosition
in thP American world of arts and letters.

The influence of the Smithsonian

Institution had given her a cert.sin preeminencr in science, the Library of
~ngress held attractions for scholnrs, and two colleges in the rdstrict
sugp;ested an iJnportant futurP. role in hi(':her education, but the c1rpital of
1860 could not compete with larger cities as a center of the creative arts.

Exceot for rewspaper correspondents, the city had few writers aJXI none of
note.

Musicians congregated in New York, Boston and Phillltlelphia, in

Cincinnati, New Orleans and St. Louis; Washington was but a way-station.

,.

..

Portrait painters before midcentury were findir{: wider patronage in the
wealthy cities of the North and South than in thf" District of Columbia, and
al thoup;h H.

w.

Corcoran was building up his private art collection, artists

rarely settled on the Potomac unless they hoped to sell their works to the
llith the exception of
government. /Hiram Powers whose marble "Greek ~lave" was purchased by
Corcoran,:~~•:rm-:a from a sojourn in V.urope, foun•l no opE!nings for their
~•9A.
'
talents in Washiq:,ton. I•Jl'hP. IJ1Prican Institute of ftrclrl.tects came into being
in 1857 and the federal building program was bait, the leaders of the new
profession established themselves elsewhere.

The Modest means of Most

lfashington families milit;,ted against their becorting great patrons of the
arts even while the non-commercial, non-inmistrial atmosphere of the community

J06
was already exercising the ch:>rm that thirty years later .ould irresistibly
draw men repelled by the rros~ l'lBterialism of other fmerican cities.

Yet

the -:ihysical discomforts of livinr: in the l.'as'1il'{';ton of midcentury prohably

•

interfered with her becomi?ll!, the fountainhead of ~MP.rican culture.
Why should miyone who coul,J find what he wanted in comfortable surroundings subject himself to the dirt and MUd of Washington's streets, to
the foul odors and "miasmic fevers" of summer, to the chance of robbery and
assault, am to the cost of private schoolinc for his children if they were
to get More than the most elementary education? Those drawbacks were partly
the result of Washington's geographical location but more largely the consequence of inept city goverment.

Her of~icials, like those of other

}11Brican municipalities of the period, were honest enough. Wholesale corruption had not yet taken over /lmerican city administration, though the potential profits of letting contracts for puhlic works snd the uses of local
political patronage were already evident, and when civil war distracted
public attention, the Tweed ring Md its lesser equivalents in other hig
cities would MOVe into actiono

But small-mindedness in Nashington•s 6ity

Hall had let hrr lar, behind larr,er cities in providi11P. the servi~ijs needed
Cityfor wholesome/livinr,. Georgetown, in spite, or perhaps because, of the
insignificant increase in her population, offered more than r1ost slow-growing
fmerican towns where a public water supply and gas street lights were still
future refinements,

Had national concerns not brought a constant flow of

strangers to the capital, 1·,ashington' s shortcomings mir,ht have passed
unnoticed until such time as the public demanded improveM<"nts.

As it was,

many of the weaknesses of tl.ll\municinal adninistration derived from the
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inconsist enciei; and un::ertainties of r el ations between t he city an<l t he

..

federal governrnento
T'e failure of t:ongress t o define the relationship before 1000 had
al l owed confusi ons to arise which t:1en became increasingly difficult to sort
out.

Later hasty or half-hearted at tempts never wholly clar ified i t .

Every

Gonl"ress i n turn h;icl t o learn, if i t would, wherein arnl why Was'lingtor. 1 s
nroblems differed from those of cities in the states.

/Is the custom became

f i xed of assigning new memhers to the least desirable committee, namely
the House or Senat e f,istrict comrr.i ttee, l,?ck of cont i nuity i n policy became
virtually ine scapable.

Congressmen impatient at having to give time to

matters thllt woulcl contribute l ittle'! or nothing t o their or est i.P,e a t home
tended to slight ru. iotrict business.

Wi thout weighinp the justice o.f a local

aopeal, they inclined to dismiss summm-ily que stions as important as federal
aid to the cities' schoolso Congress , while declaring that the federal
government owned the land occuoied b·.r l'iashington' s streets.> expected local

•

..

taxpayers to bear the costs of improving and maintai ning them; in the early
years citizens with more good will than discretion had paid for opening soM:
streets without waiting for Congress to a::t.

Still what one ..:Oneress

endorsed aio reasonable, whether a contriootion to poor relief or an appropriation for the Ci.ty ll11ll, a later Congress might label unconstitutional.
Such inconsistencies left the municipality without any basis for planning
and, s i nce a particular Congress mi ght reS!)Ond, encouraged the city to beg .
In 1835 Senator Southard's arguments for a declared policy of federal financial responsibility won over some members of Congress but the principles he
wanted to formalize were never proclaimed as official doctr5 ne.

L11ter
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..

congresses lost sight of or misunderstood thr.m.

J1nd as Wastdnr:ton real

estate soared in value, the city's seemingly indestructible PJ"OBPerity
undercut justifications for federal sharing of costs.
i;11shinr:ton' s growing prosperity contributed to, if it did not cause,
her indifference to any ~n for a territorial government with an elected
delegate in Con,"'l'ess.

In the first three decades of th" century the recur-

rent oroposal had met with some favor, particularly whenever Congress
1:ippeared to he gi vinp, serious thour,ht to rf'rov11l of thf' CBoi tal to another
locality.

But 11s 1:ashinp,ton ta:xplcy'ers concluded th11t talk of renoval

merely a cry of Wolf Wolf, they lost interrst or opposed

II

WAS

territory lest

they have to shoulder the burdens of the 1,istrict I s poorer areas i n Ge10rgeto11I1, Jl.lexandria and the counties.

1•,oreover, after 1848 the political

chMges a territory would entail apparently destroyed for Lashington' s
widened electorate any virtues the scheme mir,ht once have seemed to have.
City offici11ls saw no use in a non-votinr, delegate seated in the House of
~epresentatives; they envisioned irerely

II

diminution of their own authority.

George towners who as late as 1856 believed their best chance of selfrespecting autonomy lay in reunion with Maryland killed the proposi tion in
t he District west of :tock creek.

The bulk of District residents thus

acquie sced in the perpetuation of a tangle of jurisdictions divided among
Congress, two city governments, the Levy Court and Presidential judicial
aopointees the limits of \hose nowers were never clear cut.
Per iodic comolaint s about the lock of a legal code for the Di.st rict
and the resulting handicaps of living under a jumble of 18th century Haryland
statutes, canmon l&w, acts of Congress and city ordinances produced no remedy

simultaneously acceptable to both federal governr.mnt and local community.
In the ordinary course of events, judges, lawyPrs and nolice officials were
more aware than nrivate citizens of thP hazards this confusion created, hut
nN and again they were evident to everyone.

Gr11nted that thP. Constitution

was the supreme law of the land and cnq-:ressional acts the next highest
authorit~ in the 1:1strict of Columbia few people were sure whP.ther either
precluded city ordinances taxing slave proporty at a confiscatory rate.
,,hen T!ichnrd Bland Lee, a citizen of l·iash~ton in the 1820' s, vainly
endeavored to sue in the District courts to recover clamnges from a citizen
of Virginia, Washingtonians ell.l'lpsed the legal MOl"ass that could entangle
them, hut, perh11ns fortunately, the leg11l complexities of their situation
emerged r elatively rarely.

J century later citizens would lParn with astonish~

ment that a municipal orcl;nance of 1869 forbidding racial discrimination
still had legal validity. 2
In 1857 the Supreme ...:aurt decision denying American citizenship to
tred Scott and all other oorsons of ftfrican descent determined the legal
st11tus of free ~ler,roes in the District.

'J'hp decision incidentally upheld

the lPg11lity of thP municip11l black codes.

Yet with thr nessible exCf!ption

of New Orleans, no other ftmerican city in which the prooortjon of colored
people was high offered them wider opportunities than they had in 1:ashington
and Georgetown.

In sixty y<'ars slaveriJ had lost evound as a locally accep-

table institution; it endured, but largely on sufferance, and the tacit

2

f,ee Phine.>a Indritz, "Post Civil \olar urdinances Prohibiting 'tacial
n1scrimi.Ration, 11 Georgetown Law Journal, XL, no 2 (Jan l'f'5,L), 'J.79-207,
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assumption WRS tlult in ti.Me sliwe-hol<lil'{: would disappear.

h'hites Rnd

Nngroes lollf. resident in ,,ashi~ton and Georgetown could look hRck uoon
dark periods in the cities' race relations but could observe a steady
lessening of tensions after the mid-thirties.
Probably no one WPS satisfied with thing~ as they were in 186o.

--

Intel-

ligent, educated Negroes certRinly hoped for the day when no municipal
restrictions w:>ulcl bar them from occuoat: ons and J]l'Ofessions for which their
indivicluRl tRlents qualified them.

Some whites unquestionably still believed

any move dancerous that might encourage Neeroes to reach beyond the lowly
position to which the Creator speaking through Holy Writ h11d assigned them.
:,hites of that persaasion probably disapproved of nllowing colored schools,
but the very spread of edu,:ation mione Negroes proved its foes a minority.
-;;ven the most ter,perate whites would doubtless have gladly ricl the rn.strict
1mcl the entire United ~tatrs of RU colored peoole hacl an.y humnne way of
arrRngilll' it seemed possible.

nut since neither the colonization in Lihf!ria

nor any other scheme apoeared workable, the majority of upper class whites
were adjusting themselves to the idea of haVing oolorcd people of growing
self-sufficiency livi~ aloncside.
feel superior to someone

;;hile lower class whites who needed to

clung to their racial antagonisms, upoer class

attitudes weakened their belligerence.

l<Jhether more than a handful of

citizens could contenplate a society in which Negroes had political and
legal equality is highly doubtful, but Washington and Georgetown as a whole
had nevertheless evolved over the ;years a scheme of racial coexistence far
less biased than that of r,ost of the South.

•.

....•

HISTORY OF l·/ASHINGTON
SAMPIB CHAPTER

THE OPEJING OF THE CIVIL WAR
Feelings in Washington as 1861 dawned were mixed.

Contrary to

popular belief in much of the North, the city was not wholly dedicated
to the South or to the Democratic party position.

The city election

of June 1860 in unprecedently heavy voting had brought an independent
candidate within 24 ballots of defeating his Democratic opponent and
had put several avowed Republicans into the oity councils.

The following

December when South Carolina announced her secession from the Union,
Washington business houses had made a show of flying Union flags to
underscore their disapproval.l Manifestly men unwilling to countenance
disunion or reluctant to see an extension of the slave power were numerous
in the District.

Among them were probably a considerable proportion of

the German and Irish-born householders whose families constituted the
bulk of the 12,500 foreign-born residents.
American cities were generally Unionists.

Certainly, Germane in other
Irish immigrants, though

hostile to remnants of the anti-Catholic, anti-foreign remnants of knownothingism in the Republican party and though prone to despise Negroes,
had little reason to support the cauee of Southern plantere.2

A

large

part of the native American population, on the other hand, had close
family ties with the South.

Of the 75,000 inhabitants of 1860, 14i were

1 Evening~. 5 June, 22 December, 1860.
2 Eighth Census, 1860, Population, pp. 620-23; Frederick Douglass,
~ Li f ~ .e.n.g Times 2f Frederick Douglass, p. 562; David Macrae, !!!.!
American11 .iu Home, p. 59 .

..
2

Maryland-born, l~ Virginia.born, and unquestionably more than half
the 47i born in the District were members of families Southern in
origin.3 Thoae figure&, it is true, included ll,100 free Negroea, but
becauee of their precarious social position, together with their lack
of political statue, their opinions did not count.

While it ie al.eo

true that statistics of nativity are no sure gage of sentiment, in 1861
when paeaion was • weeping reason to one side, men 1 e early aaeociationa
swqed their thinking.

Here influential citizens, however anxioue to

have the Union endure, shrank from the mere idea of using coercion
against the South, and a few men flatly snnounced that they would not
tolerate such measurea.4
Nevertheless, during those months of uncertainty between November
1860 and March 1861, more thlln sentiment affected men•• behaviour,

J'ear

for the countey 1 s buainess rode high in the big Northern cities but also
inspired effort to avert catastrophe,

lloston cotton brokers and mill

owners could assure each otber that North and South would inevitably
reach some compromise rather than permit civil war with its evil consequences for Southern cotton growers and Northern spinners alike,
New York bankers might prepare to exercize their power over the oountey 1 e
money market to prevent war , just as worried merchants and shippers i n
Cincinnati and St, Louis might plan to bring to bear all the preasure of
the mid-West 1 e commercial interests.

Men in the District, lackillg

industrial and commercial strength, had no comparable weapon at their
3 Eighth Census, Population, pp. 616-19,
4 H. Rpt. 79, 36th0,2nd S, p. 108, Serial 1105,
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command.

The Democratic defeat had undermined the position of W.W.

Corcoran and other Waeh1ngton brokera, leaving them vi thout influence
in national oounaels.5
For Washington dissolution of the Union would spell voree than
economic reverses; it would mean virtual annihilation. Were the Union
\o split peacefully, Washington, on the northern border of a Southern
Confederacy could not expeot to be ita capital nor, in the eeemingly
unl1ko'.cy event of Maryland I s aligning herself vi th the non-elave holding
states, could the o1ty hope to be the capital of a Northern Union,

If

no longer a capital, must she not eink into the insignificance of a
minor Potomac river port? Yet if the incoming Republican adminiatration
refused ei tber to make oonceosiona to the South or to "let the erring
sistere go in peace,11 war must come and in all probab111t;y Waehington
would become a beleaguered city and the entire District a battleground.
Local bueiness had alre~ slU111ped badly.

The price of slaves, a matter

of concern to the Distr1ct1 a 1,000 slave-owning households, had been
dropping for months.

A

week after the November election the real estate

market had collapsed, and a few da;ye later Washington banks had euepended
specie p~ents .6

In the eyes of permanent residents only a political

compromise could eave the Union.

Without it, Washington was doomed.?

Faced with such alternatives, thoughtful Washingtonians clung to faith
5 Paul W, Gatea, "Struggle for Land and the Irrepressible Conflict", Political, Science Quarterl;y;. LXVI June 1951, 248-71; Gates,
"Southern Investments in Northern Land," Journal Q! Southern History.
V (Ma,r, 1939), 164-66, 184-85.

6 H. Rpt. 79, 36th C, 2nd S, P• 90, Serial 1105; Nev Tor; Herald.
13,23 Nov 60.
7 Evenin~ S.!!!!., 15 Jan, 1861 ,
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that Congress would steer a W8¥ out ot the dilemma, preferabl;y b;y
accept1118 Senator Crittenden's proposal to extend the line of the
Misaouri Compromiae to the California border and to leave slaver,
untouched in the Dietrict of Columbia as long as it existed in Virginia and Mar;yland.
and again in 1850.

Former Congreeses had solved the problem in 1820
Surely the 36th and the 37th Congreae could act

a, visely, 8
Still doubts persisted.

Washington families bred in distrust

of Northerner, were persuaded that all

11

lll.ack Republicans" were tana,..

tical Aboli tioniets who would atop at nothi~.

Attacks on pr ivate

property and individual liberties might be in store for the city a •
soon as Lincoln arrived to inaugurate

II

the reign of terror". 9 The

ver, vagueness ot the imagined threat !118.de it the more ainieter.
Apprehensions mounted, moreover, when in mid-JanuaJ7 General Winfield
Scott, the aged hero of the Mexican War and the commanding general ot
the army, ordered 650 soldiers to Washington,10 Was President :Buchanan
about to proclaim martial law?

Intelligent well-informed people in the

capital alternated betveen determined cheertulnees and deep ansiety
about what 1~ ahead.
Patent~ the President vaa seeking to protect federal propert7 .
The thirt7 mebers of the Capitol police included. Southern poli tical
appointees, the city police foroe vas small. the local militia ill-or gaAi2e4.
8 National I ntelligencer. 17 Jan, 28 Feb, 1861.
9 H. Rpt. 79, 36th C, 2nd S, p. 106, Serial 1105.
10 National Iatelligencer, 6 Mar, 1861.
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Aziy

amall incident could precipitate a crisis.

For several weeka

rumors had filled the street-corners and bar rooms that a •southern
conspiraoy11 was afoot to seize the city for the Southern stetes 9 "string
up the :Black Republicans 11 and prevent Lincoln I s inauguration.11

storiee had a certain underlying logic:

The

with the capital in seces-

sionists' hands, foreign governments might recognize a new Southern
nation, since possession of the American state papers, the Treasury,
the arsenal and the Washington navy ;yard would strengthen the South
immeasurably,

In fact, without naming his source of information,

General Scott asserted:

11

The lead.ere say secession ie dead w1 thout

Washington city; and it is still their intention to get possession of
Washington by the fourth of March next, if possible. 11 12
collaborated the deed might be dons quick~.

If residents

Most substantial. houae-

holdera refused to talce stock in the tale of an organized Fifth Column
composed of responsible Washingtonians ; property-owners, regardless of
their political affiliations, had too much at stake to risk an invita-tion to Violence.

And yet, remembering the local gangs and the :Baltimore

"Plug-uglies" who had terrorized voters at the city election lees than
three years before, solid citizens were frightened.13
To protect private property, in November some 260 highly respected
men had formed a Washington unit of the National. Volunteer,, an organization that had eprung up in :Baltimore and other cities vhere Demoorate
11 H. Rpt. ?9, 36th C, 2nd S, p, 28.
12 Ibid., p. 74.
13 Evening Star, 2, 5, 10, 11, 15 Jan 1861,
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prof eased to anticipate trouble from bands of Republican 11 \o/ide Awakee 11 •
In the tense atmosphere of the capital ae the Buchanan administration
neared its end. Northern Congressmen began to look with suepicion upon
the National. volunteers.

That group might be the nucleus in Washington

of the much-talked of Southern conspiraq.

In late January a committee

of the House undertook to inveetigate.
General Scott's testimony before the committee was not reassuring.
\o/hile refusing to name his correspondents, he reed to the committee three
of the eighty-odd warning letters he had received.
impending seizure of

rt.

One described the

Sumter, and two gave detailed accounts of the

plan to take possession of Washington.

Men with arms hidden in their

baggage would drift into the city by twos and threes, house themselvee
unobtrusively with friend.a, and at 3:30 in the morning of Sundq,
March 3rd, quietly sally forth to take the principal government buildings; when the city awoke she would find herself in secessionists ' hands.
Lese than half the local militia, General Soott declared, could be counted
loyal.

Other witnesses subpoenaed by the committee had little specific

to offer.

Moat of them eicpreseed belief that the rumors were groundless.

John Blake, the federal Comm1se1oner of Public Buildings and Grounds,
explained, "There are a great many idle people here about Washln&ton,
who have no particular pursuit, and who hunt up all manner of s tori ea
and

circulate them, give them to the gentlemen of the prees who are here,

and they are not over particular in inquiring into the :tacte, but uae
them as thq receive them. 11 14 The ~or denied that ~one would attenpt
14 H. Rpt. 79, 36th C, 2nd S, p. 26, Serial 1106.
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to interfere lri.th tincoln 1 e iuauguration but committee membtre, knowing
him to be an ardent Democrat and displeased at hie eaey-goir.g aeeUlllption
that the militia could handle any local disturbance, were lees cordial
to him.

Seven months later Mayer E9rret would be under arrest as a

eece~oionict,

The

investigation ended without establishing ev1deuce

of a plot within the city.

It revealed, however, the temper of arch.-

Southerners in and about Waehingt,in.
A

resident of Montgomery Cou.tty, Maryland, who had been organi?.in~

a company of militia there, announced his p11,rpose to be the protection

of elave-holde~e.

Hie own slaves,

than they had been a year before.
eafeguard their property.

1e

said, were worth $10.000 leis

Montgomery County men intended to

Their neighbors to the east in Prince Georges

County, where a nu.~ber of individuals had ench a half million dollars
tnvested in slaves, were equally determined.

Enoch Lowe, a former

Governor of Maryla.,d, though labelling t.he stories of a conspiracy to
seize tile capital 11 a premeditated and scandalous libel", declared:
'II suppose the State of Naryland, in the event of her aeceGdon, tll3 a

matter of course, would claim the reversio~ of the District, which waa
granted the United Statee for specific purposes, which purposee would
then have failed. 11 16 More dr9JDatic wee tha angr;y testimoey of the helld
of the National Volunteere, Dr. Corneliua :Boyle, an eminent ph,ysician
of '.fashington.
11

He, in turn, repudiated ae nonsense the tale of a

conspiracy", but he read to the committee the resolutions he had drafted

for the lllattonal Volunt<?ers.
lS Ibi!fi., p. 98 .

It~ -.iembers would not take r. pooi tl.on

!
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of hostility to Southern interests.

They would oppose the reign of

terror about to be inaU&urated and aid each other and "all good
citizens" against insults and attacks on private property,

If Virginia

and Maryland seceded, the National Volunteers would protect themselves
and thoee states 11 from the evila of a foreign and hostile government
1o1. thin and near their borders,"

The organization would put down any

mob from the North or the South,

11 We

are property-holders •..• Under

all circumstances we caet our lot with Maryland.
and when the case arises, then we will decide."

lfe are Marylanders:
Four-fifths of lfaohington,

Dr. lloyle concluded., would go With Msryland,16
Later events proved Dr. Boyle•a esti1118te correct, if not in
the w~ he apparently anticipated:

more than four-fifths of the

District 1 s population would take Maryland 1 s couree and remain at least
outwardly loyal to the Union.

Vhether an equal number would have eworn

allegiance to the Confederacy had Maryland chosen to secede is doubtful.

Dr. Boyle admittedly spoke for people of his own social stratum, tacitly
diemissing aa unimportant the thousands ot residents who owned no local
property or who had Northern antecedents.

But his summary of attitudes

among old eetablished families was probably sound,

Moat of them, however

reluctantly, would accept Maryland• a decillion when the break came,

Few

leadere of ante-bellum Washington would move South bag and b&gg880 aa
did Boyle himself, and only forty-four property-owners in the entire
District would face formal court charges of aiding and abetting the rebellion.I?

16 .!,W.• pp. 106-6.
17 District Court Docket, Nol, 21 Apr 1863, cited in Bryan,
Hi!!t..QEx g,! th2 National Capi ta1. II, 516.
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Yet vi.thin the closely-knit circle of families oocially prominent in
the fifties, aympat~ with the South would remain to harrow hearts
during the war and to affect the cit7 1 e deatin;r later.
Meanwhile, in Januar, 1861 men observing the dreadful 1ndecieivenese of lluchanan and hie cabinet and shocked at the idea of armed action
against the government were preparing to forestall trouble in Washington.
Charles P. Stone, appointed Inspector-General of Volunteer• on New Year 1 e

Dq, eent out letters to "some forty well-known and esteemed gentlemen of
the D1etrict" proposing that each organize a militacy company of volunteers.

Stone, representative of that large group in Washington who had

opposed Lincoln 1 e election but believed in upholding the Constitution at
all costa, had assured General Scott that "two-thirds of the fighting
stock of the District are read7 to protect the Government."

Al though

he received some refusals, the general response to hie appMl, was
enthusiastic.

Led by prominent citizens, member• of hoae companiea,

carpentera, atone cuttere, and German turner• enrolled at once.

Within

a few weeks thirty-three companies of infant17 and two troope of caY&lry
were organized and drilling regularly.

On Washington's b1rt~ the

parade of more than a thousand of theee men,uniformed and under arm.,
was a colllforting eight to people who feared mob violence in the cit,-.
Years later, General Stone declared that these volunteer,, the firet
sworn into federal aervice, saved the capital and the Union lli th i t.18
Before the end of February, the air in lfaebington had cleared
elightly,

Not only did the parade on the 22nd indicate that the city

18 Charlee P. Stone, "Wa1hington on the Eve of War", Century
Magazine, XXVI, Ma;y 1885, 458-64; lh-ening Star, 22, 23 Feb 1861.
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was not utterl;r defenseless, bUt the resignation and departure of
ofticiala unwilling longer to eerve the federal government had le1oened
the tensions of earlier weeks when southern eenatare were malc1ng farewell speechee and representatives from the cotton etatee were hurcying
home to share in the forming of the Confederacy.

Furthermore, Lincob

upon hie arrival bro~t the city unexpected. reaeaurance.
fire-eater.

Here wa1 no

The newepapera re111&rked with gratification upon hie

friendly greeting to the ~ore and Councils of Waahington and Georgetown
when they- called upon him at hia lodgings.

Hen dared believe that 10

mild-1poken a man would after all act vi th moderation.

Perhape evecy-

thing would blow over, and the seceded etatee, after sulking a while,
would return to the Union without de!il,81ld1ng mOI" e than the North would
yield.

At leaat the rump of the 36th Congress vae ,till debating co111-

promise measures, and until Feb?'Ulll7 27th the "Conference Convention"
remained in session at the Willard Hotel where delegates from twenty-one
Northern and border states led by Virginia struggled to devise a workable
formula for peace and reunion.19 At the same time, preparation& for the
inauguration and the building of a large frame ball-room adjoining the
City Hall in which to hold the inaugural ball created some diversion.
The hotels and boarding-houses were filling with new arrival• even aa
defeated Congressmen were making re~ to depart.
crowded nightly.

The theatres were

If to old Waehingtcniane the mouhting throng of

Republican office-seekers seemed cr1lde and unmanner4', everyone knew
19 National Intelligencer, 27 Peb 1861; £2.!!g. Globe. 58;1.2431433, 27 l"eb - 2 Mar 1861; Roy F. Nichole, The Div:uptioq 91, Amoricpn
Democrapy, pp. 474-91.
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that their mone7 wae ae good ae that of poliehed Southerner• who ata,ed
at home.

And liaahington I e • tire t tamiliee 11 , it diadain1ng the thought

ot attending the inaugaral ball, realized that rtaitora ot
etripe were good tor bueinea1 .

an1

political

Life bad to go on.

'l'he newcomer, for their part, when not too ab• orbed in the political future to look about them, eaw little to recommend the city.

The

public building• were 1Jupreeeive - the Preaident 1 a houae set in wide
lavn1, the "unpretending" State Department building on one aide, the

War Department on the other, the colonnaded Treaeur7,on F Street the
white arble Poat Office anc. the replica of the Parthenon which houaed
the Patent Office, and, acro1a the Washington canal and Mall, the Columbian A:rmor1 and the greati, admired red aandetone turreta of the Smitheonian Ineti tution.

On Judioiar, Square the large beautifull;r propor-

tioned Cit7 Hall commanded attention,2O Still more imposing was the
Capitol on the Hill al though on cloae view the effect vae marred b7 the
cluttering of the ground• and etreeta nearb7 vi th the huce block• of
marble and stone cutter•' equipment needed to complete the eastern
porticoe and the maeaive new dome .
a public acbool,

&110

The

old "Brick Cap1 tol" , u1ed aa

looked dignified, unapo1led ae 7et b7 bare at

the v1ndova, twelve.-foot palinga about the yard and the grimnesa that
would envelop the place when it became a militar, priaon.

In the NaV7

Yard on the Eastern llranch and in the kreenal grounda on Greenleaf'•
Point stood epacioua well-designed houaea built for offioera• quarter,.21
ao William Richetein, ~ Stranger's Gqide ~

pp. 22- 34.

Washington Q.Uz,

21 Ibid. , pp. 32-34; S. Ex Doc, No. l, 37th C, lat S, Rpt of the
Comr. of Public Bldga and Grounds, ? Nov 1861, p. 854, Ser lll?.
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Moreover, eeveral • action• of the oity occupied by private re1idence1
Northwe• t of the Capitol hand• ome houeee lined the

were attractive,

etreete in four or five separate neighborhood• ecattered from Jud1oia17
Square and

11

Senator 1 s Row'' on J.ower C Street to the area weet of the

White Bouse graced by the Octagon House and other exlll!lples of federal
architecture, 22

Jackson Place, marked by St, John 1 1 Church, the

Decatur and Madison house, and the park between, had much the air of
an old 1quare in London.

Otherwiae most of the city waa unpreposaeesing.

Nothing looked finished .

Vacant lots rank with weed• or auppor-

ting a few ramshackle sheds inJected untidiness into the very heart of
the city.

The streets, apart from a few blocke paved v1th cobblestones.

were as IIIUddy as in 1840.

Hacke and stages that ran from Georgetown to

the Capitol or on to the Navy Yard provided the only form of public
transportation.

At nigbt gaa lighta ill111111nated a small down-town area;

the rest of the city l~ in darknees, an encouragement to brawling,
thievery and violent crime,

Alley-ws;y-a destined short~ to become

teeming &1111118 inhabited by freed!llen were already dotted v1 th ngoggeriee 11 ,
and dirty huts.

Along Penneylvania Avenue where to~ the National

Archive, proclaims

11

The Paet is Prologuen, stood the stall• of the Centre

Market w1 th the 1ieh Market at 1 ta rear,

:Between the markets and the Mall

reaching west to the eite of the Washington Monument and the Potomac la,
the Washington canal,

Half-filled w1 th eewerace and refuee, nearly

stagnant except after heavy rain• when the water overflowed the bank1
and eeeped into otreete and cellars, the canal vae a menace to store
22 Joseph T, Kell¥, "Memorise of a Life-Time in Waahington,"
Col Hiet Soc Record!, XXXI-XXXII, 117-49 .
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owners and oocupants of the boarding house• and hotels on the lover
11

.Avenue".

The Mal.l itself was unsightl7,

Railroad tracks cut acroas

it at the foot of Capitol Hill, lumber and coal yards trespaased upon
its entire length, end at its veatern end the stub of the Washington
11.onument surrounded b;y debris added to the unkempt appearance of what
L;Enfant had planned as a magnifioent par1t.23
The perimeter of the c1 t7 waa scarcely less bedraale d.
goats roamed at will,

Cowa and

Here and there clusters of pleasant houees and

gardens redeemed small areas, but vacant lots intervened to create a
patol\r, haphazard effect.

Between O and Boundar7 Streets on the north

only an occasional cottage broke the empt1neea.

To the eaat dwellinga

and stores atraggled along Maryland Avenue, East Capitol Street, and
the roada leading to the Almshouse, and the Navy Yard, but neU,her

trim houses aud lawns nor the w.rehouees and wharves aloug the Eastern
Branch saved the eastern half of the c1 ty from looking neglected.

South

of the Mall, la.r the n Island", cut off by the sparael;r bridged canala and
the river,

Here railroad tracks, brick yards and work:men 1 s ahantiet com•

bined to create an ugliness that the eubetant1al houaea built in earl1
decades could not offeet. 24 Worse, from the Long Bridge to the foot of
17th Street below the White Houae and on to E&sb7 1 e Point, the tidal
marshea of the Potomac atretched out in a wide arc of ,vamp graes, poola
of water and evil-1melling mud.

The ahore that John Qu1nc1 Ma:mt had

23 Ibid., R Ex Doc 5, 38th C, 2nd S, 7 Deo 64, Serial 1222,
24 Waah1ngton and Georgetown Directoey, 1860; Eighth Ceneu, Bn1111eratora1 Returns Schedules 5, June 1860, lfa1hi114tton City.
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uaed ae a bathing beach thirt1 years before had disappeared.

Like the

canal that fed it, this ewaDIPT expanee endangered health and., as 1t
broadened year b,- year, narrowed the navigable channel of the river
and encroached upon property between the Monument grounds and the
National Observatory at the end of 23rd Street.2 6
Look where he might, the stranger in Washington beheld disorder
intruding upon splendor.

No .American city of the era was apotle1s.

Eve17 citT, whatever its pretensions, contained eyeeorea and unsavory
areae.

Yet Americana expecting to take pride in the national capital

ma,y well have felt diema;yed.
Georgetown was somewhat more presentable,

Her thoroughfaree,

like Washington 1 e, were muddy, street lights were few and the waterfront
wae untidy, but the rapid rise of the terrain from the river epared the
city eome of Washington'• troul)les.

The compactneee of Georgetown fv.r-

ther eimplified municipal problems even while light taxation and a abort
roll of taxpqere limited municipal expenditures.

Dwellingo and atoree,

churches and echoole, craftsmen' • ehops, warehouses near the Chesapeake
and Ohio Canal, wharves and flour mill• along the river, all were contained

w1 thin

a mile and a half square.

Elegant Federal houaea sur-

rounded by lawns and 1!',Brdens stood adJacent to bU1Dble frame houaee
oCCUPied b;r workmen1 e families.

On a high bluff above the :river, George-

town Seminary founded b;r Bishop Carroll in 1789 looked out over the
Potomac valley.

Pul>lic buildings here could not vte with Washington 1 e,

but the more settled atmosphere of the older community gave it a charm
25 s. Misc. Doc. 15, 42nd C, 3rd S, 17 Dec, 1872, p , 2, Serial
1646.

mieeing in the c&pit&1.26
The county wae etill largely farm and woodland difficult of

acceea becauae of bad roade.

Newcomers to the District might find

their way acro,s :Boundary Street to Kalorama, formerly Joel Barlow••
famous eetate on Rock Creek, to Columbian College, Kendall Green, or
the Columbia In11ti tution tor the Deaf and Dumb, but thq rarely ventured as far north as the Soldiers• Home or acros11 the Eaetern Branch
into the village of Anacostia and the ground11 of the Government Hospital
for the Insane.

Most of the county saw few visitore.

Criticiems of Washington's appearance were an old etory to permanent resident,, but experience had taught them that moat vieitore
enjoyed the city, despite hllr drawbacks, and people who eta,yed
length of time found life here peculiarly agreeable.

~

In the face of

some obstacles, Washingtonians for more than two generations had cUltiVRted the art of making existence pleaaant both for newcomers and for
themselves, and now that an unwelcome administration was about to take
over, they IIIUBt endeavor to carry on the tradition.

Once the inaugu..

ration was an accomplished fact, they hoped to settle down to the taak,
The inauguration took place without diatlll'bing incident,

People

watching the presidential carriage roll a.long Pennsylvania Avenue on
that chilly Mardh dAlf TGa¥ have bean ,truck at the cloee formation of
the cavalry escort riding on either aide; they could not have failed to
note the absence of the civic group, and political cluba that were
2 6 Wa.ahington and Georgetown Directory, 1860; :Boachke Map of the
District of Columbia, 185?,
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customarily part of inaugural paradea.27 Nothing looked truly
March 4, 1861 in Washington waa not a festive dq.
waiting was over.

,;&¥ ,

But at least the

Lincoln' • inaugural epeech had caused no furor ; it

contained no alarming pronouncements, even while it outlined no positive
course of action.28 With some relief, the o1t7 now prepared to go about
her bueinesa.
That business, as for sixt7 7ear1 paat, revolved about the
federal government.

It hinged upon service to Congress and it• peti-

tioners, to officials of the executive departments, to claimants under
the federal land aote and to people seeking pol1 t1cal plume.

Much of

this service was direct and pereon&:i.; local agents representing distant
clients performed the rest.

Lodging, food and drink, household fur-

nishings, clothes, medical care, legal counsel, action baaed upon
knowledgeableness about ehortcut1 through government red tape and ,
above all, the amenities that smoothed social intercourse were Wa1h1ngton1e stock in trade,

Government p~olle were important not only to

government officers and clerks but also to the men who euppl1ed them
with what their money would bu,.

Formerl7, private banking and broker-

age houeee, notably Corcoran and R1gge, had had a epeoial function in

marketing government bonds or arranging purcha11es of traota of public
land, and 1n the .fifties W. W. Corcoran 1nd1viduall7 had supplied

capital to part7 leader& and public officials for private •peculation
2? Charles P, Stone, "Washington on the Eve of the War", Cent'Ul'Y
l!agazine, ( Me,y 1883), XXVI, 462-63.
28 National Intelligencer 5 Mar 1861 and. Evening film: 4 Mar 1861 ;
George Will18111aon Smith, •critical Moment for Washington•, Col Hist Soc
Records, XXI, 87-113.
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in wee tern lands.

llu.t the poli t1cal disruptions of early 1861 de!110-

lished the prospects of further profitable tran,actions of that sort, 29
and indeed they had never provided the bread and butter of moat
District households.
In Washington and Georgetown, like every place else, people
wihhout financial backing made up the largest part of the population.
Their livelihood depended upon employment by othere, the federal government, the city corporations or individuals and companies who had capital
to collUIIIIJld,

At the bottom of the eocial scale were the 3,100 slaves

owned by District families, a number of whom obtained their main
aupport from hiring out their elavee. 30 Next came the 11,100 free
Negroes.

Regarded vi th tolerance by the well-to-do whi tea bµt deepieed

by the Irish and German immtgrante in Washington and Georgetown, theae
Negroes worked as

dey

laborers. waiters, bartenders, barbers, carters

and peddlers. or if women, as laundresses, cooks and nurses . 31

A few

who had received an education or a nest egg in cash when their masters
manumitted them or their forbear& had become teachere and preachers or
acquired businesses of their own.

This group had greater eoonomic secu-

rity than the poorest of the white

dey

Southern community had to tread warily.

laborers, but all Negroe1 in this
Irish laborers who had come to

29 Paul Gatee, "Southern Inveetmenta in Northern Lande," Journal
Southern Hiatorr, v. 184-85; 0atee, "The Struggle for Lalld and the
'Irrepressible Conflict' "• Pol1ticaj, Science Quarterly, LXVI, 251-68.

tl

30 H Ex Doc 42, 38th Cong, let S, 11 Jan 1863, p. 3, Serial 1189.
31 Computed from listinge in Washington and Georgetown Directory,
1860,
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la;, the tracks of the railroad or to dig the foundation& of nev government buildinge and then found work on the W&shington aqueduct and at
other jobs requiring more brawn than skill occupied a position abowe
the Negroee' but generally below that of other workingmen of the community.

Germane, English, Seote and native Americana also made up pari

of the group who, while living from hand to mouth, believed that tbeir
children would fare better than tne,r.

These were the clerk:& in retail

stores, the craftsmen who manned the tailor bootma.~ers' shops, the
carpenters' and plumbers• aesistanta, the bakers, the petty officials
employed by the city corporations, and men who held minor Jobe such as
guarde e.t the penitentiary or the Insane Asylum,

Artisans at the Navy

Yard and at the government arsenal, like the printere and foundrpien
in private employ, stood a notch higher because of their special skills.
The nearly 1400 departmental clerks, with aalaries of about $1200 a year,
ranked still higher,

Al.though some of them did not conaider Washington

home, othere had lived here for years and hall voted in local election3
after the propert:, qualification for suffrage was dropped.

But none of

these people, whether votere, aliens, or unenfranchised Negroes, could
affect the course of the D1strict 1 s future in the apring of 1861.
Nor, ae it happened could people of established position and
means.

During the brief lull following Lincoln's inauguration no one

had time to lay careful plans, Yet responsible citizens considering the
plight of the District mq ~~11 have given thought ~o the problem of
releasing Washington and Georgetown from economic dependence upon the
federal government.

Even were a miracle of statesmanship to ,.estore
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the Union and revive local real estate values, as long aa tho Diatrict
cities relied for prosperity upon federal patronage they must remain
11 wards

of the nation".

Commerce and manufacturing had developed rapidl;v

in othar American cities.

Might not vigorous action encourage equal

growth here?
For more then two decades Washin&ton 1 s commerce bad counted for
little outside the District itself.

Georgetown had done better because

the C & 0 Canal brought Cumberland coal and upcountry grain direct to
her wharves. and a minimum of cartage then permitted ocean-going
vessels to tranebip the coal and the flour gro'Wld in Georgetown mills.
Thanke to the aquaduct croeeing the Potomac e.nd the e•tenaion of the
canal to Alexandria, the Virginia port also benefi tted.

Washington

City, on the other band, -had had no share in this traffic.

Had she

been able to finance the original plan whereb;v canal boats lowered
through locke from Georgetown to a besin at the foot of 17th Street
could unload there, at any point ~a the Washington canal or at the
wharves on the Eastern Branch, her commerce might have grown.32

As 1t

was, the promise once offered by flouriohing mercantile firms, like

Peabody and Corcoran, had shrunk over the years as shrewd merchanta
traneferred their bW1iness to Bal Umore, New York or the West.

Trade

in the capital had become largely local. Washington retailers still
imported French wines, Parisian millinery, and fine English woolens,
generally via New York, and offered their cuetomers Mal7land rye,
32 See Walter

s. Sanderlin, "The Great National Project,"

John

Hopking University Studies .!Jl Historical !!J.9: Political Science, Series
LXIV, No. l (1946), 65-66.
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Kentuok;y bourbon and cheap cotton goods made in New England, but lack
of outgoing shipmento or transhipments of goods created co113111ercial
imbalance and shrivelled the oity 1 e trade.

District bankera implicit~

blamed Congress, since ite refusal to permit them under their charters
to issue bank notes reduced local currency to Treasury notes, atate
bank notes of $50 or higher denomination and the coin in which the
government paid ite employees.3 3 If that form of currency restridtion
made the DlBChinery for obtaining credit cumbersome, it had doubtless
contributed to keeping Washington's commerce small.
Other causes, however, were clear~ more basic.

l!oth Washington

and Georgetown, the canal notwithstanding, suffered from lack of adequate
transport and want of an extensive, rich hinterland.

The Potomac was

not Chesapeake BIi;\", Baltimore was the focus of the :Baltimore and Ohio
railroad, end the turnpikes and high~e through the District were few
and badly maintained.

l'arms in the immediate neigilborhood supplied

local consumers with perishables - fruit, vegetables, milk, butter, pork
and some beef - but there vae eoant surplus for shipment abroad and no
means of preserving that little in traneit.

l!altin.;.re was the metropolie

of most of Maryland, the principal market for planters' slavea, weatern
coal and the produce of farms not edJaoent to the canal.
simil!r~ served northern Virginia.
between,

Alexandria

'fhe District cities 18¥ squeezed

Their moat valuable commodi t7, political new•., was not readi~

salable except through the pages of tbe .9.2!).gresaional Glob§, and that
money-making publication was still the monopo~ of its proprietor and
33 S Rpt 29, 35th C, let S, 28 Jan 1868, Serial 938; P L.
0
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editor, John

c.

Rives.

Comroerce langu.ished beca1111e Washington 1111d

Georgetown had little to ,ell.
Manui'aotu.ring, which might have fed commerce, had made headwa,
during the fiftiea but was still ,mall-scale and aimed primarily at
the local ma.rat.

Flour milling wae the sole exception. Milla in
was
Georgetown and the County where II surplUG 11 vate_ydrawn from the canal
prortded cheap power and achieved eome volume; the two largeat in 1860
each reported an annual grind valued at more than a quarter million
dollara. 34 Eight establiabmente in the District, including the
2560-spindle cotton factory in Georgetown, were u.sing water power;
fort,,-one, thirty-four of them in Washington City, were using eteam.
Neverthelese, craftsmen turning out articles b7 hand accounted for moat
local production, and manufacturing, in the perverse sense of fabric •
ting by power-driven maclliner;y had not kept pace with progress elsewhere.
Other than John Rivee 1 publishing house, the two biggest flour mills,
the Baldwin ~ash Facto?'J' and the Waehington Brewery, no plant produced
ae much ae $75,000 worth of goods a year. Washington, in population
the fourteenth city of the United States, ranked forty-ninth in value
of manufactures. whereas the newer, smaller cit)' of San Francisco 1tood
ninth and the somewhat larger Louisville twelfth,35 Boston with lesa
than triple the population of the capital, had six time, as many mecha-

nized shops.

Manufacturera here, moreover, made little effort to reach

34 Unleee otherviee noted all the data in the paragraphs dealing
with industry derive from the original Enumerators' Returns, Schedule 5,
of the Eighth Cenau1, assembled in June 1860 and coveri!l4!; the District ,
Boston and Baltimore.
35 H Ex Doc 29 , 39th C, l a t S, Serial 1255.
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cuetomers outside the Dietrict, and local newspapers, bricks, cabinet
work, eaeh and blinds, beer and ale, apeoial braes castings and sheet
iron !or furnaces were ill-adapted to shipping to distant markets.
Like the custom-made euite, the boots and ehoee, ~he carriages and the
were
bake17 good_!/iiade b7 hand in craftpen a shop•• In 20th oentur7
phrasing, they were consumer, not production, goods and thus created
no new weal th.
Meaeured by other standards alao, induatrial develop~nt in the
District lagged,

l!oston, with no greater power resource, than Washing-

ton, had several a hops that used over 100 horsepower.

'l'tJ

a generation

that takes for granted at leaot 120 horaepower in the fsmil7 automobile,
the power consumption of the largest factories of the U.S. in 1860 IIIU8t
eeem incredibl7 small,

The country over, J118t as tn the Dia trict of

Columbia, five or oix horse power was average, but almost ever7 cit7
wt th induetrial 8lllbi tiona had some larger plants.

In Washington,

Char:j.ee Coltman ran his flour mill vi th a 60..horaepower engine: apart
from the milll on the canal, only two other District firms ueeci as
much aa 20 horsepower.

Yet coal was as cheap in Washington as in

l!oston and the water power available to Georgetown and the Count7
greatl7 exceeded that of most Nev England towns.

~iguree on capital

investment and nwnbere of emplo7ees tell the same ator7 of small-scale
enterprise ,

Onl7 seven firms, of which the Washington end the Georgetovn

Gae Co11r;1aniee were two, were capitalized at aa much ae $50,000 capital,
Onl7 the Georgetown cotton mill, Willia Ellie' furnace shop and
Richardson's brick 7ard emplo7ed as IDAl!T

&ij

50 hands, and all District
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indust17 together employed scarcely 650.

Strangely enough, wage ratea

were on the whole higher than in northern cities;

printers might earn

$50 a month, foundrymen $40, and pey for other jobs ran from $20 to $35

a month for men, from $3 to $10 a month for women. Nevertheless, for a
communit7 of 75,000 souls eldlled industrial worlnnen were few.
The dearth of skilled labor and inadequacies of transport partly
accounted for this meagreness of industrial growth, but attitudes of
mind were a more important factor.

Preoccupation ~1th the opportunities

men believed theirs thro\l&h their contacts with federal official• had
induced a kind of JI\YOpia.

Congress had diepla,red no intere1t in lndue-

trial development in the District.
not made their homes here for

~

~

should ite residents?

purpose like that.

The;r had

Southernere,

traditionally uneympathetic to manufacturing, had had little experience
in organizing and launching induetrial venturee,
ment seemed more profitable.

Other forms of invest-

William Corcoran, for example, had poured

money into District real estate, as well as into western lands, but not
into manufacturing enterpriee. 36 Without capital• indust17 could not
progreaa.

Waehington would need better rail connections to bring her

raw materials and coal.

To exploit for industrial use in the District

the power potential of the Potomac at the Great Falls would require a
large sum of mone;r, elaborate agreements with the Chesapeake and Ohio
Canal Compaq, and diacreet negotiations with the federal goveruent in
order to avoid controversy over the water rights of the lfaeb1ngton
36 Corcoran Mes. Letter Press Book, No 19, August 1860 to March
1861, shows income from the Meynard Arms Company, but none of the paper•
reveal aey other connection vith industrial enterpr1ee.
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~u.educt,

Yet Corcoran, Rigge and other Diatrict capital1ets had

ehown financial acumen in the paet; since the gBllle of western land
speculation appeared played out, they might alter their views on
investment in local industry,

Time would tell.

If cit1zena were ruminating over these problems in March 1861,
they betrayed no e~erness to act at on..:.e.
course.

Things could take their

During the grateful calm that settled upon Washington after

March 4th, few people let themselves think that time for peaceful
adJustments was short.

The tllreatened crisis of the inauguration bad

paeeed without revolution,
occur:

Perhaps an economic revolution need never

as passions cooled and the new President wielded the power of

federal patronll8e, Washington little by little might regain her importance to the South as to the North.37 Mr. Lincoln appeared ready to
let the South come gradually to i te senses• and the Union party in
Virginia seemed to be safely in control of the convention in Richmond.
Governor Hicks of Maryland was teetering back and forth, but his refusal
to summon the legislature for a vote on seces81on gave hope to Union
supporter• in the District,38 When Mrs, Lincoln resumed the CU8tomary
Saturday afternoon receptions at the White House, citizen• dared feel
37 Charlea P. Stone, "Waahington in March and April, 1861",
Magazine of American History, XIV, No, l (July 1885), 1-~ and General
Thomae Jordan, 11 :Beginninge of the Civil War in America", .lli.g., pp. 28-40;
Harry J, Carman and Reinhard H, Luthin, Li:g,coln .I!!!~ Patronaq, pp.186-227,
38 Henry T. Shanks, l'!!l! Secession Movem®t !q Virginia, 1847-1S61,
pp. 191-208; George L, P. Radcliffe, "Governor Thomae H. Hicks of Mal7land.
and the Civil War," Johna Hopkins Univereitz Studt~ 1n Historical MS
Political Science. Series XIX, Nos. 11-12 (Nov-Dec 1901), pp, 21-60.
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that lite in the capital wae returning to normal. 39

Altho~h reports

trom Montgomery and Charleston revealed mounting ardor for the Confederacy throughout the South, Washington papers cautiously suggested
that no warlike move was imminent.

In Washington and Georgetown the

companies ot volunteers were insuring order and, when on April 9th most
of them were quietly sworn into the federal service and began unobtrusively to stand guard at night about the White Houee and the public
buildings, residents of the city read no ominous meaning into the act, 40

News of the attack on Fort Sumter on April 12th hit like a
thunderbolt, despite eveey forewarning,

Scarcel7 had Washington digested

that fact than Lincoln' s call for 75,000 volunteers proved all earlier
estimates of the President's passivity wrong.

Then on April 17th

Governor Letcher of Virginia, long known for his pro-Union sentiment,
infomed the adlllinistration in Washington that the Old Dominion had
passed a Seceeo1on Ordinance.

High-ranking Ar'flr¥ and Navy officers loyal

to their native Virginia immediately resigned their commiesiona, and
while the War and Navy Department sought suJ. table replacement a., fears
leat troops assembling across the Potomac were preparing to march into
Washington added to the general alarm.

Even Southern sympathizers,

perhaps envisaging atreet fighting in the city, shoved no elation.41
'l'he swift movement o:f 8'1ents in the da1e that followed left
people in the Capital dazed.

New recruit, swelled the ranlte of the

District volunteere till they numbered nearly 3500, but the tranafer of
Army

regulars downstream to Fort Washington meant that only unseaaoned
39 Evening Star, 9 March, 8 April 1861.

40 Stone, 11 Waehington in March. and April, 1861", Magazine 9.!
American Bistor.z, XIV. 11-1?.
41 Eventn,o; Star , 15-20 Apr 1861.

•
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men remained to defend the cit7.

On April 19th when a :Baltimore mob

attacked a Massachusetts regiment en route to Washington, Maryland
officials, cetensib4' to avoid further hoetile demonetrations, sanctioned the burning of the railroad bridges linking :Baltimore and the
North.

The Maaeacbuaetta troop•, their wounded on stretchers, reached

Waeh1ngton that night. Thereafter for five ~e the Dietrict l~
isolated.

Agreement between the President and the Governor of Maryland

that volunteers from the northern eta.tee should land at Annapolie and
move thence by rail brougtit scant consolation to houeeholdera in
Washington hour4' expecting a Confederate ar1117 to seize the capital.
Some of them attempted to flee, aetting out for the country in carriages,
carte, or by shanks mare.

Colonel Stone's foreaight prevented a ehortage

of bread in the ct ty, for the War Department, acting upon h1a warning
that supplies were low, commandeered the nour stored in Georgetown
milla and aboard ships docked at her vharves and about to aail and

carted it off to the basement of the Capitol and Trea11UJ7. 42
At the end of April ae northern regi•enta transported via Annapolia began to arrive, panic subaided but confusion increaeed.

Companies

of high-epirited 7oung men in strangely varied "uniforms11 were soon overrunning the ct ty.

~tered in the Capitol, the Trea11UX7, and the

Patent Office or in tenta on J'rank:1.1n Squo.re and Meridian 11111, Yolun\eera
who had come to &a'Ye the Union were ehortl7 seeking to 1aYe them1elve1
42 See n. 40; Elizal>eth Linda~ Lomax, Leaves !t2!!! !!! Old Wash!ng!21! Diei,:. 1854-1863, PP• 1'19-151; Radcliffe, "Governor Thomas H. 81cka
of Maryland and the Civil War• , Johns Hgpltine Un1vere1 t;r Stndi •11 1!\
Historical .!.!lll, Political Science, Seriea XIX, Noa ll-12, pp.
lweniFB

Star. 15-20 .A.pr 61,
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from the boredom of inaction by 8VAggering about the etreete, frequenting the barrooma , quarreling, gambling and indulging 111. horeepla_r at
cit1zen• 1 e:q>ense.

To aupply bread to the troopc, the government

hastily opened a bllke17 in the basement of the Capitol, but the Arm:,
commiaeariat all but broke down; the officer in charge bad held the
poet since 1818 and wae now a helple1e invalid. Distribution of equip..
the Quartermaster General,
ment was equally 1nefficient;/V1rginian, Joseph E. John1ton had religned,
and the Seoretaey of War had not aa yet appointed a successor.

Northernere

h'Wl817 for contracts wre beginning to swarm about the ig:>vernment dfices,
while local bu• ineasmen did their beet to meet the demand for suppliea
or hesitated over sharing in preparations for war.43 Contributing to
fratricide would be a high price to pa,y for improving trade,
It wae at thia point that hundreds of District oiti1en1 felt
they muet ohooee between deeply conflicting loyaltie,.

Some had alre&c!T

made up their minds; other, would wait till loyalty oatha forced a ohoioe;
a few would ailently evade the ieeue altogether.

Maryland's decision to

stay with the Union made the choice easier but every da;r saw irreooncilablee, government clerks among them, depart for the South.

Parente,

themeelvea wavering, faced the shock of finding that romantic fourteenand fifteen-year-old 90ne were running aw83 to Join the Confederate
ar~. 44 Hoot falllil1ee felt helpleea and fervently prqed that even now
the nation might avoid bloodshed.

And then one morning late in Ma,, u

43 Meneeley, !h! !At Department, 1861, pp. 111-12, 117-18, 149-63,
44 Evening Stu,

Oct 1861.

,
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oompan1ee of volunteere marched over the bridge• to ee1ze the Arlington
height• above the Potomac. Colonel El.Iler lillleworth and hie iew York
Zouavee.

giq-

in their red caps and ba,;Q "Turk1eh11 troUBera, landed in

Alexandria to occuw the rel.el ci t7.

Confederate troops had wi thdravn

481• before, but the Zouavee determined to tear down the Confederate
flag that flew from the Marelulll Houae,

Houra later grieving angr7

eold1ere bore Colonel lillleworth1 e boc!Jr back to the Washington B&V)' Tard.
Shot b7 an indignant hotel proprietor, Elleworth was the f1r1t man to
die in action for the Union.

For the District the Civil War had begun.

19114

OOPTER VII
-'/he-- -:r..,,,,fa<-1 of

C;v·, I War

The four years of the Ci.Vil War altered virtually every phase
of life in the District of Columbia,

The social organization of its

cities, relations between whites and blacks, the character of civic
needs, ooncepts of civic responsibility, political attitudes and business
aspirations and interests all as~lll!l8d new form.

Beyond doubt some of

these changes would have come about gradually without the pressures of
war, but the war forced the -oace and in the process created -proble111s
which nothing in Washirw,ton's and Georgetown's experience -prepared the111
to meet,

The "Second ~merican Revolution" affected every hamlet in the

country but no locality outside the Confederacy so drastically snd so
quickly as the District of Columbia,
In the early summer of 1861 people in the capital talked of a
short war,l While the War Department struggled to organize itself and
the President and General Scott dealt with Northern governors and their
emissaries demanding immediate annihilation of the rebel army, Di.strict
companies did guard duty, teamsters hauled army supplies from the wharves
and the railroad freight yards, and hotels, restaurants, and barrooms
carried on a rushing business.

The houses vacated by Sonthern families

stood empty, real estate transactions had ceased, and the price of
foodstuffs, which had soared in .April, remained high:

flour formerly

sold at ~7.50 a barrel now cost ~12. 2 But belief that a single oitched
l Alexander Meneeley,

!h! War

2 ~ . 22, 23 April 61,

Departl!lent, 11.161, pp. 182-183,

'
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battle would settle once and for all the quarrel between North and South
inspired Washingtonians to patience.

Troops assembled here would soon

disband, Congress called into session on the 4th of July would dispose
of its business and adjourn, and peace and order would return to the
District.
In the meantime citizens iong accustomed to the leisurely life of
the summer-time capital could find distractions in the excitement about
them.

Soldiers were everywhere. Reviews of troops by President Lincoln

and General Scott were a novelty, and the Marine band concerts conducted
John Sousa twice weekly at the Capitol and in the White Rouse grounds

by

were festive occasions, perhaps momentarily nursing illusions that war
consisted of martial music and parading uniformed men. At one of the
theatres ordinarily closed in summer, a stock company staged a week's run
of plays tc welcome Congress back into session,

And Washingtonians who had

known young Mrs . Meda Blanchard before she had left her native Washington
to study Binging abroad rejoiced when she accepted the invitation to make
her American debut here,3
Nevertheless beneath the shiny surface of confidence, many people
were troubled.
as

Ordinary husiness, which had quickened at first, declined

May turned into June . Military preparations overshadowed all other

activities.

Although by late June, according to newspaper estimates,

over So,000 volunteers were stationed in and about Washington, neither
Wa5hington nor Georgetown profited greatly from this friendly invasion.
The

new Commissary and Quartennaster Generals placed their orders for
3

!.£!.!!,,

14 May, 2 July 61',

3
B1'l!\Y

supplies with big houses in New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore,

and, except for Georgetown and county flour mills, local firms, lacking

established contacts with large-scale purveyors, shared in none of this
first war boom.4 Work on the Capitol extension had ceased when the
War Department quartered troops in the building, and in July, after

their removal to encampments outside the ai.ty, Congress convened to hold
its sessions in halls daily filled with alcoholic .f'umes of the bread baking

in the ovens below stairs, On the first of July when masons laid the last
bricks and stones in the great arch of the Cabin John bridge, work on the
adequeduct also stopped.5 Day laborers found ellll>loyment at unskilled Jobs
repairing railroad tracks to the wharves or erecting
corrals for mules and horses, and
work as an army wagoneer.

any

SrJIIY

warehouses and

man who could drive a team could get

But other men, unless political connections

opened to them federal clerkships, faced hard times.

Because the War

Department, still ill-organized, had not yet systematized its financial
procedures, District volunteers had received no pay since they were sworn
into federal service in April.

By

mid-June their wives md children were

in real, if temporary, distress, and only the contributions of groups of
private citizens, led by Germans in the convnunity, and the funds voted by
the city councils saved

a

number of families from want.6 Washington's

Ii Ibid., 17 May, 26 Jun 61; Report of Commissary General, p. 72,
in Rpt sec?war, 61, Ser 1118.
5 Report of Co111n Pub Bldgs in Rpt Sec/Int, 61, p. 849, Ser 1111;

~ . 3 Jul 61.

6 Intelligencer, 13, 19 Jun 61; ~ ' 25 Jun 61.

,

4
situation was paradoxical: her population for the moment nearly doubled,
great doings afoot, and yet material hardship bestriding man;y parts of
the city.
still more disturbing was the mounting distrust of District
citizens which government officials displayed,

Lincoln 1 s suspension of

the writ of habeas corpus for soldiers, surveillance and arrests of
reputable civilians on the mer e suspicion of disloyal activity, and the
growing feeling that malicious tale-bearing was enough to make trouble
for innocent people combined to cast heavy shadows upon the c~~tal's
residents.

Householders Southern_ in origin but long settled in Washington

and devoted to the Union cause were under particular pressure. Individuals
who continued to write letters to friends in the South risked unfriendly

investigation, although, the Intelligencer observed, the government need
not halt that correspondence, since the newspapers told all that enemy
agents needed to know. Nevertheless, reasons for surveillance did exist;
spies swarmed about Washington as they did about Richmond.

North and South,

every town and city contained di~sidents to their governments' course. This
was indeed oivil war.

Without a complete censorship of all mail leaving

Washington, officials charged with the security of the capital had to act
upon vague hints and gossip, More than one indiscreet laey of Southern
antecedents did herself and her friends harm by idle chatter critical of
government procedures.7 In this unoomfort able atmosphere everyone looked

runtay

7 Intelligencer, 7 Jun 61;
Morning Chronicle, 23, 30 Jun 6:iJ
(hereafter cited as Sun, Chronicle ;
genia Phillips, "A Southern Woman's
Story of Her Imprisoiiiiient, 1861-62," (Ms, L.C,); Frank Leslie's Illustrated
Newspaper, 31 Aug 18615 John K, Jones, ! Rebel War Clerk's Diary, I, 30~40;
Ben .Arr.es Williams, ed. , Mary Boykin Chestnut, ! Diary f!:2!(! DiXie, pp . 6o ff.

;
forward impatiently to a battle that would put an end to the war.
Wi th astonishing light- heartednes s on July 16, 1861, troops stationed
in the District set off toward Manassas and the creek called Bull Run,

If

sol diers of the Thirteenth Brooklyn regiment no longer looped their muskets
with ropes With which to drag back Confederate prisoners, the onti.ssion was
a mere gesture to discipline.

Some of the n,.en stopped to pick black-

ber ries along the line of maroh,
few days.

In Washington suspens e filled the next

During the heat of Saturday and Sunday, the 20th and 21st,

anxious listeners could hear the faint boom of the cannon trdrty miles
distant, until toward evening of the 21st wagons and carriages began to
clatter over the Long Bridge bringing back panicky teamsters and frightened
Co~ressmen and their ladies who had driven out to picnic while they watched
the Union triumph.

At daylight the d!\Y following, exhausted soldiers

singly and in half-formed CO!llpanies began straggling back into the city,
while rough carts filled with wounded men jolted through the streets.a
"The men appear," wrote Walt Whitman, "at first sparsely and shame-

faced enough, then thicker, ••••
in squads, stragglers, companies.

They come along in disorderly reobs, some
Occasionally, a rare regiment, in

perfect order, with its officers (some gaos, dead, the true braves,)
marching in silence, with lowering faces, stern, w~sry to sinking, all
black and dirty, but every man with his musket, and stepping alive; but
these are the exceptions,

Sidewa).ks ••• crowded, jamm'd with citizens,

darkies, clerks, everybody, lookers-on; swarms of dirt-cover'd return'd

8 Willi811l

Owner's Diary, 22, 24 Jul 61 (Ms, L,C,); Meneeley, War
Department, ~ . p., 187; Malcolm Cowley, ed., ~ Complete Poet?.' and Prose
2f. ~ Whitman, II, 17 (hereafter cited as Cowley, ed., Whitman •
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soldiers there (will they never end?) move b;y-; but nothing said, no comments;
(half our lookers-on secesh o,f the most venomous kind -- they sq nothing;
but the devil snickers in their faces.)

During the forenoon Washington gets

all over motley with these defeated soldiers -- queer-looking objects,
strange eyes and faces, drench'd (the steady rain drizzles on all day) and
fearfully worn, hungry, haggard, blister'd in the feet,

Good people (but

not over-llleny of them either,) hurry up 80lllething for their grub.
wash-kettles on the fire, for soup, tor coffee.

They put

They set tables on the

side- walks - - wagon-loads of bread are purchas 1 d, awift).Jr cut in stout
chunks.

Here are two aged ladies, beautiful, the first in the city for

culture and charm, they stand with store of eating and drinking at an
improvis'd table of rough plank, and give food, and have the store replenish'd from their house every half-hour all that day; and there in the rain
they stand, active, silent, white- hair'd, and give food, though the tears
stream down their cheeks, almost without intermission, the whole time.
Amid the deep excitement, crowds and motion, and desperate eagerness, it
seems strange to see mllJlY, very many, of the soldiers sleeping -- in the
midst of all, sleeping sound.

They drop

down

anywhere, on the stepis of

houses, up close by the basements or fences, on the sidewalk, aside on some
vacant lot, and deeply sleep.

A poor sePenteen or eighteen year old boy

lies there, on the stoop of a grand house; he sleeps so calmly, so pro~
foundly,

Some clutch their muskets even in sleep.

Some in squads; comrades,

brothers close together -- and on them as they lay, sulkify drips the rain,
"As afternoon paes'd, and evening came, the streets, the bar-rooms,
knots everywhere, listeners, questioners, terrible yarns, •••• stories and
story.tellers, windy, bragging, vain centres of street-crowds •••••••

'
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Meantillle, in Washi~ton, anong the great persons and their

11

entourage, a mi:,r'bure of awful constrenation, uncertainty, rage, shame,
helplessness, and stupefying disappointrnent. 11 9
The humane did not linger to mourn or to gloat,

The wounded needed

help, While the newly organized Sanitary Afflffli.saion rushed supplies to the
hospitals and women volunteered as nurses, the army surgeons began their
operations -- largely a succession of grisly amputations,

Householders of

Washington end Georgetown turned :their houses into nursing homes, and when
even that added space did not suffice, the government cownandeered buildings
a·t t)'le Georgetown Seminary and Columbian College, a schoolhouse, and the
former residence of the British minister near Washington Cirole.

Later

battles were to fill churches and half the federal office buildings with
wounded.lo
Throughout the North, as the meaning of the defeat reached home,
grim determination replaced the easy optim1Slll of spring and early S\uraner,
In Washington, while the War and Navy Departments revised and expanded
their clans, Congress, having legalized measures officials had already
taken and having appropriated money to carry on the war, turned to consideration of new bills desiened better to safeguard the nation and the
federal capital,

Two laws passed on August 6th had immediate sharp con-

sequences for the District, the act requiring a loyalty oath from ever/
federal employee and the act creating a Metropolitan Police force.
In April, the government had required civil service employees and
men enlisting in military service to take, or to tske again, the oath of
•
9 :xiwley, ed., Whitman, II, 18-19.
10 Ibid., p, 42; Star, 31 Jul, 6, 14 Aug, 10 Sep 61; Meneeley, War
Departrrent, pp. 133-34.-

•
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allegiance to the Constitution, an oath established by law in 1789 and
administered to federal officials thereafter ,
that oath not enough.

By

August Congress felt

Lincoln himself later said that Southern sympathizers

"pervaded all departments of the government and nearly all cornmuni ties
of people. 11ll Secret hearings before

a

House

conuni ttee

on subversion

8.l!long federal employees produced enough evidence to bring about the imposition of a new oath,

It demanded a solemn affirmation from every person

in government service to uphold the Constitution and the government of the
United States both then and thereafter.12 Vacancies in government offices
began to appear at once.

Some men refused the oath because they were at

best lukewarm towards the Union, others because they were unwilling to
pledge future support to an administration becoming increasingly partisan
and increasingly high-handed.

And several departmental heads, armed with

secret and perhaps dubious testimony, dismissed employees who had unhesitatingly taken the oath.

Between August and the end of 1861 at least a hundred

men left government service in Washington, and more departed as the war went
on.

In View of the number uho resigned in the first spring of the war to

be replaced by supposedly sound Republican appointees, the total at length
reached a distressingly high figure. 13
While the turnover in government offices was itself disrupting to

p, 701,

11 R. P, Basler, ed., Abraham Lincoln, His Speeches~ Writings,
l2 ~ Globe, Appendix, 37C, lS, v. 56, P• 45.

13 H Rpt 16, 31C, lS, 26 Jan 62, Ser 1144; Harold Hyman, Era of
~ Oa h, Northern Loyalty Tests during 1!!! Civil ~!!!'.!!!Reconstruction,
pp. 1- o.
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the life of the city, for the local community the poison of constantly
r ecurring suspicion was more deadly.

Nothing indicates with certainty how

many whose heads rolled in Washington considsred themselves citizens of
the District, but because they were resident here at the time of their
resignation or dismissal, uncritical Unionists could dub them all Washingtonians.

This would have been unimportant except that in labelling the

capital a "hotbed of secession," aa it indeed was, intemperate Congressmen
and their constituents in distan~ places apparently let themselves hold
local citizens responsible.14 Yet who was s local citizen? In addition
to householders who, come to Washington temporarily, had lived here for
years, thought of the city as home, but kept formal citizenship in Pennsylvania, or Ohio or Illinois or Massachusetts where they paid truces on
their property and voted in state and national elections, the District
of the Civil War era had an indeterminate number of residents without
strong local ties.

The 1848 extension of the franchise in municipal

elections to any white man who had lived in a ward of Washington or Ge<r getown for a year, and then the 1863 amend!llent reduoing the requirement for
residence in any one ward from twelve months to three, heightened the confusions,

A District citizen might be anybody who had drifted into the area

for evil purposes or good and who would make himself scarce when trouble
arose,

Boastful statements of Southern newspapers early in the war that

Confederate sympathizers lined the far bank of the Potomac worsened matters
for the District,

Declarations of devotion to the Union sounded in preju-

diced ears like lip service, and numberless patriotic deeds were so quickly

14 Eg.,

Cong. Globe, 38C, 35, v.69, pp. 91-93, 21 Dec 64.

16
forgotten that even the partisan National Republican protested the
belittling of the service the District volunteers had rendered their
country. lS To Northern communities, people
synonomous with the people of Washington.

!!! Washi~ton

tended to become

Thus in the minds of thousands

of Americans l!!Very act of sedition in the capital, regardless of the perpetrator, came to be associated with the ntraitorous" citizens of Washington
or Georgetown,

From the rumor or the "Southern conspiracy" of January 1861

.

to the assassination of f..incoln in April 1865, the District cities bore the
brunt of the anger of a nation that felt itself betrayed from within.
The episode that touched off an explosion soon after the first
battle of Bull Run occurred in the course of organizing the new Metropolitan Police Board for the District.

By the terms of the second fateful

act of August 6th, the mayors of Washington and Georgetown were to be ex
officio members of the Board.16 The others, appointed by the President of
the United States, naturally fell into the category of federal employees and
therefore were subject to t.he loyalty oath.

At the formal swearing in of

these new government officials, Mayor Adcti.son of Georgetown took the oath
with the others, but Mayor Berret of Washington refused,

Critics and

political rivals promptly called him a traitor or, at best, a pompous
self-important person unduly impressed with the dignity of his office.
Berret, a Democrat and a conservative, a true Union supporter and an
honorable man, defended his course 1'li.th sound theoretical arguments formally

15 Star, 8 Aug 61, quoting Ric."unond correspondent to the Memphis
Argus; National Republicnn, 31 Jul 62 (hereafter cited as Republican};
Petition, S37A-H7, 28 Mar 62.
J.6 ~ Globe, Appendix, 37C, lS, v. 58, P• 43-44.

..
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put forward by the city attorney.

Uneasy at the signs of federal encroach-

ment upon the city's corporate rights end doubtless fearful for individuals'
liberties in a C0111l11Unity lacking representation in Congress, Berret contended
t hat a mayor legally elected by popular vote and only thereby called to
serve with federal appointees waa exempt from the operation of the new
a

loyalty act. His reasoning, however valid, sounded specious, and though
he offered to take the old oath of allegiance, members of the Board wanted
none of him,

In harried Washington still smarting from the recent Union

defeat few people voiced approval of the position he took, and tho United
States Provost Marshal considered it cause for action against him.

Before

dawn of a mid-August morning armed guards hurried him off to Fort Lafayette
in New York harbor where he remained imprisoned for a month until he resi~ed
the mayoralty, took the loyalty oath and thus obtained his release. 17
Although Berret did the city disservice by supplying mnmunition to
the assailants of her loyalty, the immediate furor died down rat,her quickly,
The Board of Aldermen, without waiting for Barret's resignation, pronounced
the mayor's office vacant and elected Richard Wallach to fill the post 0 l8
Wallach, who had come close to defeating Berret in June 186o,
nearly in accord with the spirit of the times.

was

more

If not an outright Repub..

lican, he could accept wit h fewer obvious misgiVings than could older
Washingtonians the series of strictures war imposed upon the city.

He had

the enormous advantage of the full support of the Evening Star, Washington's
l7 Star, 16, 20, 24 Aug, 13 Sep, 15 Oct 61; Republican, 21 Aug 61;
Intelligencer, 22, 26 Aug 61.
18 Republican, 27 Aug 61.

·•
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most widely read newspaper, which his brother, W. D. Wallach, owned and
edited,

Elected by popular vote in June 1862 md twice reelected, Richard

Wallach guided the corporation through the war years and the first stages
of Reconstruction.

He represenUld faithfully the views dominant within

his COIIDllunity, protesting Congressional measures he thought detrimental

to Washington, yielding when he must.

Together with the liberal Keyor

Henry Addison of Georgetown he served the District well.
The formation of the Metropolitan Police Board, apart from the
unhanpy aftermath of Berret ' s intransigeance, proved to be a constructive
step,

For by August 1861 more effective measures to keep order in the

District had become a nscessity,

The city police could exercise authority

only within the municipal boundaries, and the county constabulary consisted
of men serving part-time.

The seven patrolmen of Georgetown and the

•

forty-six of Washington, whom senators in 1858 had called "feeble and
inefficient," were far too f ew to police the war-time cities with their
expanding, shifting populati ons.

The Provost Marshal and his guards were

fully occupied with searching out_ spies, and most of the troops encamped
in and about Washington were still undisciplined.
volunteers in late July added troubles.

Discharge of the tt90-day11

Although passage of an act for-

bidding the sale of "intoxicating drinks" to anyone in the District wearing
the United States uniform reduced drunkeness, utmost zeal could nor rigidly
enforce the law, and it did not touch the hundreds of civilians drawn to
the capital in hopes of picking up easy money,19 "Confidence men," gamblers,
19 S Rpt lu9, 35C, lS, 1 Apr 58, Ser 938; Star, 15, 18, 27 Jul,
2, 7, Aug 61; Cong Globe, J7C, 1S, v. 58, p . 311, 29 Jul 61; Rpt of Metro•
politan Police Board, in Rpt Sec/Int, 61, pp. 911-13, Ser 1117.

..
:

13
prostitutes and thi~•es found Washington a gold mine. When citizens
p~titioned Congress to pass the Metropolitan Police bill,

11

so we can

have some protection for life and Property," James A. Wise, soon to be
appointed Warden of the jail, no·~ed, "There is ten Thousand s_iners for
that biu.n20 The act as passed in August provided the District with a
single police force ll!lder the supervision of a seven-man Board ~thorized
to employ 15<> patrolmen, 10 sergeants and a superintendent.

Both the

unified direction and the increased size of the force ensured greater
efficiency than the old system permitted. 21
However anxious to see order maintained in the District and however
gratified at the ~92,000 annual Coneressional appropriation for the purpose,
citizens soon discovered they had won less than they had hoped.

By

1864 _

Congress had doubled patrolman's salaries and ordered the cities and county
to pay the increase.

Thus the federal government left local taxpayers to

foot a yearly bill of more than r12,ooo for the police force but gave them
no say in its composition or ~anagement.22 Distrustful of the District's
loyalty, Congress placed in the hands of the President appointments to the
Board, save for the two ex officio members, and in the hands of the Commissioners all appointments under them.

Later Washillgtoni.ans, believing

that extension of the city's police powers would have accomplished every
legitimate purpose, declared the creation of the ~!etropolitan Police Board
20 Petition, S37A-H7, Aug "61.
21 Seen, 16.
22 H Ex Doc 1, 37C, 2s, p. 61, Ser 1127; H Ex Doc 2, 38c, 1S,
p. 49, Ser U86; Rpt ~.et Pol Bd, p. 763, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1864, Ser 1220.
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a needless li.'llitation upon chartered rights of citizens, the opening wedge
in a long drive to strip them of all self-government.23 Lincoln apoointed
competent men to the Board,

They displayed no partisanship, they were

conscientious and honest, but, li.i<e the city police before them, they
failed to check crime in the District.

Small wonder that property-owners,

whose taxes rose 33 percent in 1861 and then doubled before 1864, came
to feel they had paid a high price for a meagre return. 24
Criticisms of the police were nevertheless ill-founded, despite
the steady rise of crime, for, as the Commissioners pointed out, their task
was close to impossible.

The most disorderly residents of other cities

had gathered in the capital and they had 230 miles of streets and 77 miles
of alleys in which to evade the law.

With Washington's civilian population

doubled since 1861, the 88 policemen the commissioners could assign to
patrol Washingtom meant by the fall of 1863 one patrolman to 1300 inhabi••
tants, instead of one to every 500.

And the small pay, tl.31 a day at a

time when "mechanics" were getting $3 and ~3.50, lowered the morale oi'
the force,

As the cost of living_ rose higher md higher, the policeman's

privilege of wearing a regulation 8I'!I\Y hat, "navy blue frock coat, single
breasted, blue vest and pantaloons with white cord on either seam" did
not offset the low salaries.

Even the ninety-odd watchmen at government

buildings, a group independent of the Metropolitan Police received half
23 Journal ~ the 64th Council of the City of Washington, 1866-67,
pp.
(hereafter cited as Journal of
Council); Star,
r'eb, 20
62.
May
24 Star, 6 .Aug 61, 17 Nov 63; Daily Morning Chronicle, 23 Jul 63
(hereafter cited as!?_~ Chronicle).
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again as much pay. Without the several thousand soldiers on guard duty
in Washington, the Superintendent of the Metropolitan police reoorted in
1663, "this District would have been simply uninhabitable during the last
two years. 11 25

Carefully kept crime statistics, rarely recorded systematically
in American cities of antebellum days, told a story horrifying to District
residents living through the violence.

Rape, murder, garrotting, prosti-

tution, burglary and thieving became the daily fare served up to readers
of the local newspapers.

The 22,207 arrests of 1862 grew to nearly 24,000

in 1863 and to over 26,000 in 166-S, a record, the Chronicle noted in 1863,
three and a half times as large as Brooklyn's with mare than double the
population of the Dietrict.26 A good man,y offenders doubtless escaped
detection in both places.

In Washington drunkenness and prostitution were

among the most frequent charges.

Although the Provost Marshal for a time

ruled that restaurants and hotels must close their ti.ire at 9:30 in the
evening, end although temperance groups campaigned vigorously against
alcohol, neither was effective.

About prostitution, t h e ~ abandoned

Victorian reticence to deny a statement that 15,000 women were plying their
ancient trade in Washington.

Estimating the number before the war at 350,

the paper calculated, ward by ward, a maximum of 5,000 in 1863, more
probably about 2300 white and 16o0 colored women, seven eighths of them
"colonized" since the war.

The problem in fact became so acute that the

city councils seriously considered licensing "bawdy houses" in or der
25 Rpt f.et Pol Brd, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1862, p. 649, Ser 1157, and
idem, 1863, PP• 719-24, Ser 1182; ~ . 11 Nov 63.
26 Daily Chronicle, 28 Sep 63.
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better to control the vicious tra_ffic.27 In attemoting to clear the city
of thieves, the authorities at one point resorted to drama.

They hung red

placards labelled "Pickpocket and Thief" upon culprits about to be shipped
north and paraded them through the streets.

"A file of soldiers and a corps

of drlllMlers and fifers preceded them playing the Rogues March."28 Yet the
source of deepest concern was less the rising number of felonies and the
recurrence of petty crime than the age of many of the law breakers.
Juvenile delinquency in Ci-vil-War Washington rose steadily.
Although a "youthful culprit" might be sentenced to six months in jail
for the theft of two l1undred and fifty pennies,29 severity was useless.
"Perhaps in no city of equal size in the United States," declared the
District Committee of the House in J.864, "are there so many juvenile
offenders as in the city of Washington. 1130 The police explained, "The
army has following it an imroense number of boys, attracted most of them by

the species of fascination that the life of the soldier has for such young
very
minds. These boys•••• find their way, after a/brief experience of the
hardships of camp life, or perhaps by reason of some severe order from
headquarters, into our city, and are soon denizens of our streets.

In a

very little while they become petty criminals, requiring the attentions
of the police, and the question becomes a very important one. What is to
27 Ibid. , 1h Nov 62, 11, 11 Apr 63; Star, 6 Feh 29 Jul 62, 7, Apr,
27 Oct, l2?fuv 63.
28 Star, 3 Apr 63; Daily Chronicle, 25 Mar 63.
29 Star
_, 24 Jan 62.
30 H Rpt 41, 38c, 1s, 2 Apr 64, Ser 12o6.
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be done with them? 11 3l

The long-felt need of a reform school became acute.

The House District Committee sul:rnitted a vigorous plea for Co~ressional
appropriations, observing that "from the severity and imperfections of
the criminal code of the District, these children, if convicted of crime,
must either be sent to Albany or to the county jail, to mingle with old
offenders, or again turned loose upon society."

To the objection that

the government should not spend money for buildi~s when so hard-pressed
by the war, the Committee answered that $250,000 would suffice, less than
one-twelfth the federal expenditures for a single day.

In i:rop'osing that

the United States provide tll50,000 and District taxpayers the remaining
tl00,000 for a reform school, the Committee underscored federal obligations.
Since Congress exercized exclusive power of legislation over the District~
"it is for violating laws passed by Congress, administered by judges not
chosen by the people, that these penitentiaries, jails and house of correction become necessary. 11 32 The bill failed to pass.
The "iJllperfections of the criminal code," like the conditions in
the local prisons, were appalling.

Early in 1863, in spite of local

protests, Congress created a new Supreme Court for the District with
jurisdiction over all cases formerly heard by the circuit, district and
criminal courts.33

But although the three judges Lincoln appointed were

capable men - all of them, however, newcomers in the District. the new
31 Rpt Met Pol Brd, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1863, p. 731, Ser 1182.
32 Seen. 30.
33 ~ Globe,· Appendix, 370, 3S, v. 64, pp. 214-220, 3 Mar 63;
Petitions, S37A-H7, 1~, 20 Feb 63; Daily Chronicle 24 Feb 63; Star,
23 Mar 63.
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court, in the absence of an adequate legal code and a police court to
handle minor misdemeanors summarily, was badly handicapped,

The law

reorganizing the court system did, to be sure, provide for a C.Ommisei.oner
to revise and codify District law, but 'When he completed his codification,
C.OJ'€ress took no action upon it, · The hodge-podge of antiquated Maryland
laws with special Congressional acts superilllposed continued to run in the
District,

For example, a Maryland marriage statute of 1777 imposing a

heavy fine upon a minister for marrying minors was still in force.

Laws

of utmost severity, long since discarded in Maryland, obliged District
jurors and judges to choose between dismissing offenders or subjecting
them to barbarous penalties.34 Imprisonment in the county jail was itself
a

terrible punishment.
Pleas for a new jail to replace the old one on Judiciary Square

opposite the City Hall had poured in upon Congress yearly since t he midfifties.

Only Congress could authorize new construction.

Long before

September 1862 when the Ordnance Department took over the federal peni~
tentiary to use for storing munitions, the jail was overcrowded,

In the

first summer of the war, the Prov..ost Marshal commandeered the Old Brick
Capitol for a military prison for spies and political suspects and thus
slightly lessened the congestion at the jail, but within a year the jail,
built in 1839 to accommodate eighty to one hundred prisoners, contained
240 criminals, fugitive slaves, and peoole awaiting trial,

One witness

34 Justice Walter C, Cox, "Efforts to Obtain a Code of Laws for the
District of Collll1lbia" Col Hist Soc Proceedings, III, 122-27; TI!£ Code of
the District of Columbia (to March 1929), pp, ix-xl; H Misc Doc l6,38C,
1S, Dec 1863,Ser 1199; Petition, S38A-H6, 10 May 6h; Daily Chronicle,
30 Nov 64.
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averred that ten men occUpied a single cell eight feet by ten 0 35 The
filthy- yard half-filled with stagnant water and the lack of water closets
within the bUildine combined with overcrowding to turn the place into what
.
the Secretary of the Interior described as "little better than the black
hole of Calcutta.n36 Here children arrested and convicted of relatively
trivial offenses were cooped up with hardened criminals, snd boys emerged
showing "a degree of precocious villal'.IY hard to conceive of. 11 37
As long as it existed, conditions in the federal penitentiary, if
better than in the county jail, were also bad.

In September 1862 a hundred

court-martialed soldiers and som~ 230 convicts, white, black, men and
women, were packed into the old building on the Arsenal grounds.

When the

building became an Ordnance store-house, the government arranged to send the convicts to the New York state penitentiary in Albany and court-martialed
soldiers to buildings in charge of the Provost Marshal.38 Other than the
jail, the Washington workhouse at the far end of East Capitol Street then
became the only place for non-political offenders, and the inmates of the
Allllshouse adjoining objected to finding themselves close neighbors to,
and hence "indistinguishable from," the lSOo-odd criminal occupants of

35

Journal 61st Council, 23 May 64, p. 474; Ann Rpts Comr. Public
Bldgs, 1856-1865, in Rpts of Sec/Int, especially, 1861, p. 852, Ser 1117,
and 1862, p. 300, Ser 1157; S Rpt 60, 37C, 2S, 21 Jun 62, p. 6, Ser 1125.
36 Seen. 30.
37 Rpt Warden of Jail and Discharge of the Grand Jury, in Rpt
Sec/Int, 1864, pp. 774-76, Ser 1220.
38 s Ex ~c 55, 31C, 2S, 2 Jun 62, Ser 1122; Rpt Warden Penitentiary, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1861, p. 856, Ser 1117, and, 1862, p. 661, Ser 1157.
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the workhouse.

Add to the convicts and petty criminals the mounting

number of people arrested by the ~rovost Guard for seditious language or
acts, or perhaps merely suspected of collaborating with the ene!!G', and the
pronouncement of the Metropolitan Police rang true that in the entire
United States no community was "so inadequately suoplied with prison accommodations, and none in which ample provisions are more needed. 11 39
Nor after the swnmer of 1862 did the duties of the Metropolitan
Police end with maintaining ordei:•

An

amendment to the law also chsrged

them with safeguarding health through sanitary inspections and abatement
of nuisances.

The city Board of Health had been ineffectual since its

creation in 1858, but, with the growth of the District's population during
the war, the Sanitary Corps that largely supplanted the city Board of
Health was able to mitigate only the worst of the eVils.

Streets and alleys

heaped with garbage and offal, foul and leaking privies, hog pens, manure
piles, and refuse about slaughter houses and the government corrals turned
Washington into "one vast stink. " Sanitary laws, like criminal, were
inadequate, and ten inspectors for Washington and Georgetown were manifestly
too few.4° Small pox struck in the winter of 1861- 1862 and, although the
m.cy-or of Washington ordered "the vaccine physician" to visit the public
schools, and the following year the city Councils considered free vaccina•
tion of the poor, the inroads of "that most loathsome of all diseases"
continued.

Scarcely a neighborhood was wholly free of it in 1863, and t he

39 Rpt Met Pol Jlrd, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1863, p. 729, Ser 1182.
40 Ibid,; idem 1862, pp.
, Ser 1157; ~ Glohe, Appendix,
37C, 2S, v~, p ~ , 16 Jul 62; Star, 8 Aug 63; Georgetown Board of
Alderman, Minutes, 2 Dec 61, 7 Feb W,-Vol. 13.
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Police Commissioners pointed to the difficulty of halting it unless the
government provided a hospital st which victillls, "strangers, discharged
soldiers, contrabands and followers of the Al'll\Y," could receive prompt c&re.
That spring the hospital established at Kalorama was set aside for lll!lall
pox cases and other "eruptive" diseases, and eventually the Surgeon General
of the Army contracted with the Sisters of Mercy at the Roman Catholic
Providence Hospital to provide sixty beds for transient paupers.

In 1864

the city made vacaination of every child compulsory, but as the ruling was
enforceable only for children enrolling in the public schools, 8111all pox
remained a threat throughout the war.41
Lack of sewerage system accounted for much of the cities' health
problems, for although sewers drained part of the northwest section into
the Washington canal, the canal, its flow insufficient in the 1850 1 s,
became early in the war almost completely stagnant, an open cesspool.
The War Department might have been little concerned had Washington not
been a major supply depot for the
of Army hospitals in the East.

Army

of the Potomac and the Chief center

,

None of the fifteen to nineteen milita-ry

hospi tale were immediately adjacent to the canal, but a military commission
appointed to investigate sanitation in

May

1863 found "large deoosi ts of

night soil in the vicinity of various hospitals in open or shallow pits
or scattered on the ground. " Half-buried carcasses of horses and mules
close to the govenunent corrals near a pond at the foot of 19th street
added another menace to health.

The War Department, acting upon the

4l Star 11, 16 Jan 63; Petition, S37A-H7, 19 Jan 63; ~8JlY
Chronicle,V, 24, 28 Har, 14 May 63; Journal 61st Council, 2 an 64,
pp. 339-42, 1 Feb 64, p. 349; Journal 62nd CouncIT, 10 Apr 6$, p. 7.
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officers' recol11lltendations, assigned 11 oontrabande" to the task of removing
night soil and dead an111lals to fields beyond the city 1111lits, an order
that forced the Levy Court of the oounty to withdraw its prohibition of
any dumping of city refuse within the county and so resulted in merely

t r ansfer ing to the suburbs the "hideous malaria of artificial SW811!PS•"42
City garbage carts began making regular rounds in the sU111J11er of 1863 and
helped reduce ths odors in streets and all eys, but sewerage disposal
continued to be a source of anxiety to the government, the cities and the
county as well.

Dredging the canal and installation of tide gates that

might permit flushing the sewerage out into the river proved futile,
apparently because the dredging was not deep enough and the gates at 12th
street were not strong enough to ·hold.

The "miasmatic swamp near the

Presidential mansion" and "the shallow open sewer, of about one hundred
and fifty feet in width, (sometimes called a canal)" remained.43
In a community doubled in population in two years' time and on the
very borders of enemy territory, problems of every kind inevitably multiplied,

But perhaps none of the sudden changes forced upon the District

caused such wide-spread consternation as the troubles the "contrabands"
brought in their wake.

In larger numbers than for years past, fugitive

slaves from Maryland and Virginia had found their way into Washington
some time before the first Union soldiers marched into the Old Dominion,

42 Star,

16, 28 May 63; Daily Chronicle, 3 Jun 64.

43 Star, 28 May, 21 ftug 63; Daily Chronicle, 26 ftpr 64; S Mis Doc
84, 38c, lS, 23 Mar 6L, Ser 1177; Rpts Chief Engr, Washington Aqueduct,
in Rpts Sec/Int, 1863, p. 687-88, Ser 1182, and, 1864, pp. 686-A7,
Ser 1220; Journal fu! Council, i Sep 1863, p. 134.
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and slaves escaping from masters in Prince George's or Montgomery County
continued to come, some of them only to be arrested, until the repeal of
the Fugitive Slave law and the abolition of slavery in Maryland in 1864
enabled them to move abrut as free people.44 But the slaves who crossed
the Long Bridge into Washington as federal troops advanced into Virginia
were another matter.

The most legallstically-minded magistrate could see

at once the impropriety of returning the property of rebels and the practical difficulties of sending the fugitives back into Virginia.

General

Ben Butler, in command at Fortress Monroe, produced the formula for juatifying the army• s custody of runaways by pronouncing them "contraband. n45

Amused at first and relieved at so simple a legal solution, the entire
North adopted the term.
amusement to Washington.

But "contrabands" soon ceased to be a source of
As the stream of Negroes, men, women and children,

trickled into the District day after day and month after month, the government and private citizens faced a series of new troubles.

Slaves, accus-

tomed to constant supervision, were rarely ready to fend for themselves,
and someone had to attempt to find them employment, house feed and clothe
them until they could support themselves, watch over their health lest
they suffer needlessly or spread epidemics, and prevent them from turning
lawless in their unwonted half-freedom. For before April 1862, or in
strictest legality before the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect in
January 186.3, they io'Elre "the property of the United States," as such safe
from arrest as fugitive slaves but still not free.46

44 s Misc

Doc 2, J7C, 2S, 9 Dec 61, Ser 1124; Star, 7 Apr, 19 May 62.

45 Intelligencer, 1 Jun 1861.
46 Star, $ Dec 61, quoting ltr, Sec/State Seward to General
~cClellan,7inec 61.
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The measure that freed the contrabands in fact, if not in law, was
the Congressional act passed 1n April 1862 emancipating the 3100 slaves
owned by District citizens and held to service here. Owners loyal to
the Union and able to establish their claims were to receive not more
than ,300 for each of their slaves.

The act included a provision for

colonizing freedmen outside the United States.47 Other than the Negroes
themselves and the people, rare in aey coJ11111unity, who were more dedicated

to principle than to self interest, most District householders feared the
immediate consequences, of only because of the timing, and fought the
bill with petitions and memorials to CoJl!:ress, published letters and newspaper editorials.

Nobody put faith in the colonization plan.48 The

mayor and the majority on the city councils of Washington besought Congress
to delay legislation that at this 11 cri tic al juncture in our national
affairs" would convert the city, "located as it is between two slaveholding
"

states, into an asylum for free negroes, a population undesirable in every
American community, and which it has been deemed necessary to exclude
altogether from some even of the non-slaveholding states, 11 49
The newspapers were more judicious. While the relatively new,
strongly pro-administration National Republican endorsed emancipation on
the grounds that Washington would benefit from "the free principles and
free industry which have built up the great cities of the North," the more
representative

47

2!:£ and Intelligencer protested, Both papers favored

Cong Globe, Appendix 37C, 2s, v. 62,

Apr 62, pp. 347-48.

48 Ltrs t o ~, 19, 21 Mar 62; Republican, 20 Atw., 24 Sep 62,
49 Petition, S37A-H7, 2 Apr 62; ~ . 25 Mar 62.
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gradual emancipation in the District but in conjunction with the border
states, and both deplored the burden to be put upon local taxpayers to
care for infirm and helpless ex-slaves.

The editor of the~ considered

the COJ!lOensation offered slave-owners wholly inadequate and urged them to
safeguard their oroperty rights by shippint their slaves out of the District before the bill became law._'O Probably the Intelligencer swmned
up fairly the general attitude of Washington and Georgetown citizens of
the District in declaring that no one would regret the end of slavery in
the District were the bill not plainly a first move toward Congressional
"regulation of society of the slo.ve states. 11 51
Negroes were profoundly grateful, even those who, like thei r white
neighbors, enVisaged the influx of oontrabancls into the ci ty and the difficulties that must ensue; here was the first break in sixty years in the
protective wall about slavery.52
Yet the Cassandras who foresaw trouble for the District were not
immediately proved right,

Household slaves who had long lived in Washing-

ton and Georgetown where they daily saw' free Negroes about them had
doubtless learned that freedom brought responsibilities along with inclependenoe; as soon as they were free, many of them went North or took service
with army officers and thus provided for themselves; others may have stayed
on as free servants in the families who had formerly owned them.

The

contrabands, more often field hands than household servants were loath

L,

50 Republican, 15 Feb 62; Star 8, 17, 29 Mar, L Apr 62; Intelligencer,
12, 17 Apr 62.
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51 Intelligencer, 12 Apr 62.
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to leave the District, at first beoRuse only here could they feel sure of
government protection and l ater because the North seemed alien.53 But as
charges of the federal government, specifically of the Governor of the
Military District of Washington, .General J9111es Wadsworth, they were not at
first a heavy burden upon the community.

During

the first year of the war

about 400 lived in Duff Green's Row on F.ast Capitol street where eighty
years later the Folger Shakespeare Library would stand; as the early
comer s moved out to live with families in Washi~ton or found quarters
of their own, new arrivals moved into the Row. Ignorant, peMiless,
ragged, dirty and hungry on arrival, some of them never adjusted to the
new mode of life.

But until the numher of contrabands mounted to thousands,

most of them, aided by the government an~ private philanthropy, got on
extraordinarily well.54
The hazards contrabands faced in the District first came to Wide
public attention in the course of a conflict between senators and the
warden of the jail which flared up 1n the first winter of the war over
treatment of Negroes in t~e jail.. The issue was primarily the detention
and abuse of free Negroes, but contrabands, despite being government
protege'? - "government pets" a southern sympathizer called them - also
occasionally landed in the county jail, were harshly treated there and,
in some cases, eventually sold as fugitive slaves.55 Maryland slaves, the

53 Rpt Commissioners for Emancipation, 14 Jan 1863, p, 8, H Ex
Doc 42, 37C, JS, Ser 1189; Republican, 31 Oct 62.
54star, 30 May 1862.

55 H Rpt 11, 37C, 2s, 17 Jan 62, Ser 1144; S Rot 60, 37C, 2s, 21
Jun 62, op. 1-5, Ser 1125; Star 16 Jan, 13 Feb, 22 May 62; Diary of William
Owner, 5 Aor 62; Reouhlican:-rt' Aug 62; D ily Chronicle, 15 Apr, 31 Jul,
1 Aug, 2 Sep 63; Cong Globe, 38c, 1s, v. 9, p. 3366, 28 Jun 64.
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property of roen aligned with the Union, were not contrabands and were
therefore subject to the workings of the Fugitive Slave law,

The inevi-

table confusions about who was a contraband, who a fugitive slave, created
a series of celebrated cases in which, together with tales of kidnaopinr,s
of free Negroes, hastened the re?eal of the Fur,itive Slave act in July

1864• .56 But meanwhile, in March 1862, hUJ!lene people i.n Washi~ton and
throughout the North organized first a local, and then a National Freedmen I s Relief Association, to furnish contrabanrts "clothing, temporary
homes, and employment, and, as far as possible, to teach them to read and
write, and bring them under moral influences. u57The government, moreover,
saw that it must undertake a systematic program for handling the multiplying
throng of contrabands in the District,
In June 1862, General Wadsworth aopointed the Reverend D,B, Nichols,
formerly head of the Chicago Reform School, superintendent of a "contraband department" with headquarters at the barracks of the McClellan
dragoons on the outskirts of the city at Twelfth street near O,

Here

contrabands registered end received passes to ensure them military protection,

The eovern111ent furnished them rations end employed the able-bodied

men at

40

cents a day a t thP lll'JT\Y corrals, in r epairing the avenues used

for army transoort, or in helping in and about the military hospitals.
The Freedmen' s Relief Jssociation ?rovided clothing and supplied food for
the 111, When the military converted Duff Green I s Row into a prison, the
•contrab1md department" moved its charges to tents at "Camp Barker adjacent

56 REublican, 24, 2A Feb 62;
Chronicle, l Apr, 13 May 63.

~

17, 22, 23 May 62; Daily

57 First Anl Rpt Ntl Freedmen's Relief Association, 1863; Star,
-
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to its own headquarters, Till the end of 1862 these arrangements sufficed,
although the numher of refugees grew steadily, from about LOO in April to

6no in June and with daily additions thereafter.

In October, Nichols,

defending the work of his department, declared thet 36o0 contrabands had
passed through his hands since the preceding June but that all except a
very few old and infirm hsd found work.

Employers in the norther and

western states were eager to hire these Negroes, but "not

~

in a hundred

can in anywise be persuaded to go North. 11 58 Two months later Nichole
added that the contrabands rarely saved their earnings, a few enjoyed
idleness, and drunkeness was increasing, but they were generally

II

s docile

people.«59
Realization that most of these refugees had come to stay caused
District citizens mountinr, anxiety.

By the .spring of 1863, besides 3000

contrabands in Alexandria, 10,000 had gathered in Washington.

ftnd they

continued to pour in. Washingtonians were generous in giving them help,
and, despite federal assistance, maey of them desperately needed charity.
The free colored people, however clearly they saw the threat to Negro
status in the District, were exceptionally kind to the newcomers, "contributing largely to their comfort from their mm slender stores. 11 In
May 1863 the government opened a contraband village across the river
in the bottomlande of ftrlington, west of the Alexandria can~l, where a
thousand Negroes raised hay and vegetables for the army.

/I year later

58

Star, JO May, 2L Oct 62; ~enuhlicsn, 21 Jul , 11 /lug, 31 Oct 62;
Daily Chronicle, 3, 11 Nov, l Dec 62.

59 "Reports and Addresses, " Documents Relatinp; to Freedmen, 16 Dec
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about three thousand more moved there from the northern sections of
Washington. 6o

But the freedmen in the District conti.nued to occasion

uneasiness.
In the first olace, roverninent protection could not guarantee
black peoole toleration fro~ some elements of the city.

HoodlUJ!ls attacked

Negroes on the least provocation or none, and the newly formed Washington
and Georgetown Street Railroad Company refused to permit them to ride
inside its cars until Conr,ress insisted.

In the second place, some used

their new freedom to turn to thieving and worse, although the crime rate
among Negroes was proportionately no higher than among whites.

Over-

crowding in the quarters the government provided or which contrabands
found for themselves, added to their ignorance of elementary hygiene,
converted the areas where they dwelt into a series of breeding s~ots for
small oox and other disease. 61 Living conditions among them deteriorated
steadily.

"I have visited the freedmen in their cabins," one man wrote

in the last year of the war, "their sufferings are most he.ii-trending.
weather is cold; they have littl~ or no wood.

Snow covers the ground; and

they have a scanty sunoly of rars called clothes.
with the sick •••
soup.

The hospital is crowded

Government gives them a very,~ Sl'lall allowance of

Ninety gallons was given yesterdey; but what is that to feed

66 First t,n Rot, Ntl Freedmen's Relief Assoc, 1863, pp. 1-6;
S Ex Doc 53, 38c, 1S, JO Jun 6L, Ser 1176; faily Chronicle, lL Aue 63,
31 May 6L; Star, 22 Nay, lt Dec .63, 14 Jul 6.
61 Daily Chronicle, 6, 7 Nov, 5, 9,
9 .Apr 63, 2 Mar 65; Republican 3 Jul 62; S
~er 117B; Rot ~et Pol Brd, in Rot Sec/Int,
First~~ !!!:l Freedmen's Relief .Assoc,
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15 Dec 62, 7 Jan, 19 Feb,
Rot 17, 38C, 1S, 2L Feb 6L,
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thousands of families...

The feeling against them, among marzy- in this

place, is bitter malignant, deVilish ••• Many will die.n62 Many did die,
exactly how many no record told.
Unhaopily "the feeling against them" extended to more than contra-bands. White attitu,1es toward all Negroes became progressively more hostile
from mid- 1862 onward as apprehensions grew about what Congress would nen
force upon the unrepresented District and as its cities saw the proportion
of colored in the population rising constantly.

The colll!llissioners appointed

to carry out the te:nns of the em~ncipation act had encountered little
obstructionism, partly because they were conscientious and tactful, partly
because Congress had after all provided compensation for slave owners,
but probably chiefly because citizens had recognized the ultimate, if not
the immediate, rightness of the law.
was only a beginning.

But emancipation, many people feared,

Indeed repeal of the District black code had

followed almost at once.

In July 1862, a committee of the House reported

that as the legal barriers estabfiPhed by slavery disappeared, "the prejudice of caste becomes stronger and public opinion more intolerant to the
negro. 1163 White supremacy had been a basic social premise in the District
too long to be discarded painlessly.

The measures that crystallized white

resentment were the colored school laws and the anizy-•s enlisting of colored
troops.
The act of May 1862 requiring the cities and the county to open
62

~ National Freedmen, I, No. 2, l March 1865,

p. 60.

63 Star, 22 Mey 62; Rot of Select Colll!llittee on Fmancioation, H Rpt
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public schools for colored children shocked the community initially, but
then went down rather easily,

The 30% illiteracy among free colored

adults before the war, then only 7 percent higher than smong whites, had
climbed to no one what figure after the freeing of slaves and the coming
of contrabands, until white people could see the wisdom of helping Negro
education, if only because an ignorant colored population, no longer
6
restrained by the black code, wuld he an intolerable danger to society. 4
The law provided for financing c~lored schools by setting aside for that
purpose ten percent of the troces paid by Negroes, an arrangement that
saved white people's pockets.

The city councils could be counted on to

prevent the admission of Negroes to white public schools, a separate Board
of Trustees of the Colored Schools, aopo:\.nted by the Secretary of the
Interior, relieved the .nite School Board of further administrati ve responsibilities,65 In the eyes of local conservatives, so far so good.

Congress

had apparently believed that Negroes owned ~650,000 of real estate in the
District, ten percent of the taxes on which would amount to nearly f,3600
yearly, enough to start a primary school system.

But neither Washington

nor Georgetown kept separate records of white and colored taY..es, and city
officials merely allotted what they thought just to the Trustees of the
Colored Schools - Washington i265 in 1862 and '410 in 1863, OeorgetoRn
nothing in 1862, f70 the next year.

64

Tht>se sums were too small tonanswer,

Eighth Census, 186o, Population, p. 508,
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The American Tract Society of New York had started a free school
for contrabands in the spring of 1862. Soon afterward the National Freedmen's Relief Association had opened two evening schools
months later a day school on the Island.

By

and

eighteen

March 1864 the Association

had five Negro schools in operation, taught largely by volunteers holding
their classes in church basements and hells. That March the Trustees of

-

the Colored Schools, having accumulated money enough to engage a teacher
at t.400 a year, opened the first colored public school in the Ebenezer
Oiuroh southeast of the Capitol. A hundred colored adults and children
immediately tried to enroll, but one teacher and an inexperienced assistant
could not handle so maey and had to turn some away.

The Freedmen I s

Relief Association and other groups of philanthropists then redoubled
their efforts, Government emploY..ees offered t o teach evening classes,
and

in the course of a few weeks nearly eight hundred adults and children

were learning to read.

By

sUl!Uller the newly formed Association of Volunteer

Teachers of Colored Schools reported twelve classes taught

by

thirty-two

persons.67 Privately sponsored schools, however, did not build the tax•
supported system Congress had instructed the city corporations and the
Levy Court of the county to establish.
The second colored school law sought to put teeth into the first:
each city was to pay over to the Trustees of the Colored Schools the
same proportion of the total school funris as the number of Negro children
67 H Misc Doc 48, 38c, lS, 11 Mar 64, Ser 1200; Second An Rpt
Ntl Freedmen's Relief Assoc, 1864, p. 4; Star, 24 Dec 63; DailyChronicle,
TTan, 6 Feb, 8 Jul 64; Special Rpt Comr ofEducation, pp. 223~29, H Ex
Doc 315, 41C, 2S, Ser 1427 (hereafter cited a s ~ Rpt Comr Education,
1871) .
-
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between the ages of six and seventeen bore to the number of white children
in these age brackets; to ease the financial strain, the United States
courts of the District were to pay into the school fund all money accruing
from fines and forfeitures, a quarter of it to go to the colored schools
of the county, a quarter to coloi<ed schools of Washington and Georgetown.68
Certainly a more effective law than that of 1862 was needed to prod the
corporations into action. But if some enlightened residents admitted that
necessity, many more indignantly dubbed this particular act Pnwarranted

•

coercion of loyal Union supporters, an interference foreshadowing other
forms of arbitrary social regulation, Where would Congressional demands
upon the unrepresented Citizens of the District end?
Their anger was not entirely unjustified. The Trustees of the
Colored Schools themselves observed that the propertyless new freedmen
increased educational needs without increasing the cities• revenues.69
Colored people I s taxes in Wash~ton according to official records,
amounted to 2% of white's, the colored school population to perheps SO%
of white. Washington spent yearly a fifth of her revenues for public
education, and still the thirty-six classrooms of 1862 could accommodate
only a fraction of the city's children. Among those who attended, moreover,
were childrer. of federal employees who paid no local taxes. From the
Ordinance of 1787 onward, the government had given every territory and
state huge tracts of federal lands to support public schools but had never
contributed a peney to schools in the District of C.Olumbia, The sums now

68 ~ Globe, Appendix, J8C, lS, v, 68, pp, 196-98, 2$ Jun 6u.
69 H ?-lisc Doc u8, ,38C, 1S, 11 Mar 6u, Ser 1200,
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obtainable from fines promised to bes drop in the bucket that Washington
and Georgetown taxpayers must fill.

Citizens felt, and with reason, that

senators and representatives were enacting legislation for the District
which they would not dare propose for their hOlne states and leaving the
local cClllllllUnity to pay t.he costs of educating black people who were
properly a federal charge.70
The oi ty councils consequently continued to dela,Y the payments

due the colored schools; in March 1865 only M28 out of a total school
the
fund of nearly ~25,00071 went to/Negro schools• .At the end of the war
colored schools in the county sti.ll existed only on paper. Everywhere
in the District resentment flared at Congress, at newcomers who, without
stake in the oommunity, criticized local attitudes, and at the intended
beneficiaries of the Congressional acts; property-owners told themselves
that but for the invasion of blacks the District ,1ould have escaped many
problems that peace would not aolve.7 2
The decision in the spring of 1863 to recruit Neero troops was a
second, though sborter~lived, irritant in race relations. The plan grew
out of the D:l.strict 1 s difficulties in meeting its quota for the

army

in

1862 when President Lincoln had called for 300,000 volunteers. The councils of Washington had voted

t5o,ooo

for bounties,

$50

for each man

70 StEa', 9 Jun 62; Dai~ Chronicle, 23 Jul 63; Journal 63rd
Council, p:7]'8 and Appendix, Feb 66, p. 5;
Globe, 36c, 2s, v.57,
p. 322, 10 Jan 61; ~ !s?1 ~ Education, 18 1, p.
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71 Journal 62nd Council, 27 Mat" 65, p. 2.
72 Star, 25 Jan, 22, 27, 28 May, 3 Jun 62; Special Rpt ~
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enlisting, but bounty-jumping and "a stampede among the foreign element,"
had increased the coats to r.100,000; the price of substitutes that Noveinber
reportedly had run as high as tlOOO a man. Therefore, as the 1863 draft
became imminent, official disapproval of enlisting Negroes yielded to
expediency. Whites who were not themselves responsible for raising the
draft wer e horrified, fearful apparently lest colored troops inspire
"uppityness" in all colored people.73 Although recruiting agents encountered "serious and eometimes violent opooeition, 11 74 before mid--1863 two
companies of colored troops were 111ustered in end encamped on Analoetan
Island, once the home of James Mason, formerly slave-owning United States
Senator from Virginia and later Confederate emissary to Great Britain.
The island location safeguarded the recruits from whits hostility but
demonstrations against colored civilians occurred more than once. Hatred
of colored people, the~ observed that summer, was growing. Only the
lag in recruitment of the District's draft quota, 3863 men to be drawn
from its 19,327 males between the ages of twenty and forty.five, wore
away the objections of prejudiced whites.

By

1864 "substitute brokers•

offering a bounty first of $30 and later of $15o a man were advertising
for colored recruits and, with or without official connivance, were taking
Negro prisoners from the county jail to fill the quotas. 75 All told, in
73 Star, 29 Jul, 7, 9 Aug 62, 22 May 63; Journal 6Jrd Council,
p. 189; Daily Chronicle, 5 Nov 62, 8, 16 May 63; Ealtimore Sun, 16 May 63.

74
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the oourse of the war the Di.atridt furnished to the Union forces 3269
colored

and

13,265 white men.76

The aristooraoy among the colored people, fllll!ilies 'Who had been
free before the war
dignity throughout.

and

who had some education or property, behaved with

But they paid the price for the freeing of slaves by

finding the111Selves lumped with ignorant, incompetent blacks as "niggers."
When Negro leaders from northern cities met in Washington to oelebrate
the eighteenth anniversary of the founding of the Grand United Order of
Colored Odd Fellows, a guard of the second District Regiment had to
accompaiv the parade to "quell

any

outbreak." 77 Partly because of the

endless humiliations they faced, 2500 Negroes petitioned Congress in
the spring of 1864 to enfranchise them. They quoted the Declaration of
Independence and stated that "a large portion of the oolored citizens of
the District are property holders, 11 unfortunately a gross exaggeration
as the tax books showed.

"The experience of the Past, 11 continued the

petition, "teaches that all reforms have their opnonents; but • • • apprehensions of evils arising from reforms founded, in justice

8.NI

scarcely,

if ever realized. 11 78 Although again exaggerating the figures, probably
the signers•most tell~ argument we,a the number of Negro troops who
served from the District.

Congress tabled the petition.

76 Rpt Sec/War, 1863, pp . 55, 134-36, Ser 1184; Rpt Board of
Colored Troops, H Ex Doc l, 39C, lS, p. 58, Ser 1249; Dyer's CotJendium,
p. 11; Final Rpt Provost Marshal Oen, H Ex Doc l, 39C, lS, pp. 9 , 16,
Ser 1251.
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The shift in white attitudes fr0111 acceptance of Negroes as servants
to dislike and undefined fear of them as future fellow citizens had evil
consequences for the entire community, £or mutual distrust contributed
to the worsening of relations with Congress. Among leaders of the Republican Party conviction waa growing that suppression of the rebellion>
because it meent eradication of the slave power, also 11eant new status for
Negroes.

Hence, little by little the idea gained ground that anyone devoted

to the Union cause must endorse a program of rights for colored people.
From this premise radicals reached the oonclusion that BIIYOne prepared to
uphold the doctrine of white supremacy wee probably anti-Union.

No one,

it is true, put the case so baldly; to have done so would have alienated
moderates throughout the North and enraged the border states.
was not yet won.

And the war

But the line of reasoning, whether voiced or not, was

clear when it came to the District. Nothing except honest belie£ or parti•
san pretense that local antagonism toward Negroes were an e,q>ression of
secret secessionist sympathy can explain the mounting hostility in Congress
toward the people of Washington and Georgetown. In the Senate dissidents
to the view prevailing in the last year of the war pointed in vain to the
loyal behavior of citizens here; ·an overwhelming majority of senators
voiced doubts by voting £or an inquiry into the desirability of forcing
every resident to take the "iron clad" loyalty oath.79

Citizens for their part were distrustful of Congress.

They were

primarily anxious about what men like Charles Sumner of Massachusetts,
"Ben" Wade of Ohio and Lot Morrill of Maine would decree for the District
79 Cong Globe, 38c, 2s, v: 69, pp. 91-93, 21 Dec 64.
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once the war was over.

The colored school laws were an omen,

Incensed

at extrel'llists in Congress and out who appeared to equate anti-Negro with
anti-Union sentiment, old residents nevertheless strove to ignore their
detractors as long as the war con~inued,

Mayor Wallach contented him.self

with statements that, despite allegations to the contrary, "our city is
true to the great principles which made the capital of the greatest nation
on earth. n80 Ir.it the Intelligencer, as a Democratic paper, ref'used to be
silent, Withholding col!D11ent on the city oounoils' ruling that all public
school teachers 111USt take the loyalty oath, in 1862 the editor objected
strongly to a Congresei.onal act requiring voters challenged at the polls
in local elections to take the oath or lose their votes.

That restrictive

law, he argued, singled out local citizens unfairly, since they had abundantly proven their loyalty and, in proportion to their numbers, had sup~
plied more soldiers to the Union snny than had many of the states. 81 The
~ , having estimated that about 6oo men from the Di.strict were serving
in the Confederate army, was at first readier to admit the propriety of
special acts to protect the capital from "secessionist synipathizers and
agents," but by 1863 the Star also was taking offense at the impugning
of the loyalty of the city as a whole. 82 By then most southern sympathizers
80 Star, 22 May 62, l Apr 63; Intelligencer, 2 Apr 63,
81 Cong Globe, Appendix, 37C, 2S, v,62, p, 355, 20 May 62; Intelligencer, 21 Apr 62; Star, 20 May 62,

82 Star, 31 May, 3 Jun, 2 Aug 62 . Whereas local paoers during the

first two years of the war carried countless notices of arrests for seditious talk or deeds, by August 1863 the number had dropped sharply.
Throur,hout the war, a very small percentage of the people arrested had
ever been listed in local directories as residents of the District.

.
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were in jail or had departed to more congenial communities, leaving the
District to Unionists, to professional spies from the South, to a few
elderly householders clinging to .the past, and to a handful of unscrupulous
contraband runners unable to resist the money to be made in trade with the
en~.

The~ quoted General McClellan,

"I have never thought that

sufficient justice has been done to the citizens of Washington in ••• regard
to your loyalty but history will do you justice as your own consciences do
now. 11 83 The editor rebuked the Chronicle, that self-appointed chempion of
the administration, for persuading newcomers to believe all Washingtonians
outwardly pro Union for the sake of feathering their nests.
~

The Baltimore

in turn scored the Chronicle for contending that opponents of its

chosen candidates for city office were all "secesh. 11 Washington voters,
the

~

pointed out, preferred to elect men long known in the city; new

arrivals vere too prone to be "pro-.colored" to find favor with the
electorate. 84
The Chronicle, on the other hand, sniped constantly:

Washl.ngton I s

political leaders had been "jobbing, shiftless, inefficient;" she was a
city virtually captured from her rebel inhabitants and thus properly subject to the punitive measures the Union array employed in the South; instead
of sanctioning the Attorney General's refusal to accept newspapers as
"witnesses lll¥i public rumor proof" of collaboration with the enemy, the
goverment should waive legalities and ilTlmediately confiscate the "vast
amount" of rebel property in Washington. 85 Such opinions might not have

83 lli£•,
84

!!'.!!!•,

16 May 63.

11 May, 2 Jun 63; Baltimore Sun, 2 May 63.

85 Sundey Chronicle, 25 May, 10, 16 Jul 62; Daily Chronicle, 1 1 18,
22 Dec 62, 21 Jan, 30 Apr, 2 May, 1 Jun 63; H Ex Doc 32, 37C, JS, 15 Jan
63, Ser 1161; Poore, Reminiscences, II, 127.
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troubled citizens but for the circlllnstance that the owner of the Chronicle,
John For&ey, was secretary of the United States Senate, had obtained for
his papers the official aclVertisillJ" of government departments and might

be speaking for the majority in Congress.
only Sunday newspaper in Washington.

Forney, lllOreover, published the

When Confederate troops under General

Early swept up to Washington's outer defenses in the summer of 1864, the
Chronicle declared the raid showed "a very consi.derable proportion of the
population here and in Georgetown ••• cognizant of, longing for, and maey
of them facilitating, the coming of the rebels.n86 The accusation was
disturbing, for if Forney truly renected official views, Congress might
seek a terrible revenge.
Me&nwhile, more illlmediate thsn worries about the poet-war fate of

-

the District were the problems of keeping the cities functioning during
the disruptions of war.

Policing and su~rvising health were no longer

city reepon8ibilities, save for paying a share of the costs, but other
tasks remained, - maintllining and lighting the streets, fighting fires,
collecting water fees and extending the mains, cleaning the canal and
laying sewers, supervising the collection of ofal and garbage, expanding
the school system, providing help_ for the needy in the mushrooming population and, finally, raising tu.es to meet the increasing burden.

If

neither city displeyed great efficiency in handling these demands, neither
had had forewarning of what the war would bring, and neither had had
experience with problems of such magnitude.

And

L

Councilman Alexander

Shepherd pointed out, Washi~ton' s charter granted her too limited powers
to effect the "imperatively necessary" improvements.87

86

Daily Chronicle, 18 Jul 64.

87 Journal ~ Council, 29 Jun 63, p. 25.
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Probably no other one diecom!ort was so annoying to both residents
and 'f'ieitors in war-time Washington as the oondition of the streets. The
city, discouraged by the eighty-foot width of the narrowest public way, had
paved only ehort stretches, and the federal government felt it had done
its dut7 in cobbling Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House to 6th
street and a small section about the Capitol. Slush, mud and dust had

always marked the seasons on Washington's thoroughfares, but in ante-bellum
days traffic had been light and people managed without extreme inconvenience.
Now

as Washington turned into a ~e arnzy- supply depot, heaVily laden

wagon trains lumbering through the city cut the streets into ribbons, making
"fearful canals of mud" in wt weather and raising suffocating clouds of
dust in summer, The hooves of thousands of horses, mules and cattle thudding by toward the

anoy

corrals and slaughter houses completed the work of

destruction. To avoid the muck in the roads, teamsters and cavalrymen
rode on the sidewalks and thus demolished the footways too.

To clean

streets in such condition was ali but hopeless. The filth accumulating on
the main avenues and in every alley bred swarms of flies and vermin.
The White House itself was overrun with rats. 88
Taxpayers believed that the government, because responsible for the
damage, should pay for repairs. The city experimented briefly with laying
rubble pavements and spent sizable

SU11111

on grading and gravelling, but

half-measures were useless, and ~ngress gave no help, Despairing property-

88 See above Ch, 5,

op,
; Rpts Comr Pub Bldgs in Rpts Sec/Int,
1862, p.
, Ser 11$7, 1863, o. 661, Ser 1182, and 18611, op, 68$-86,
Ser 1220; st r , 1 Oct, 8, 28 Nov 62; Daily Chronicle, 26 Jan 63, 3 Mar 6,;
Petition, S3 A-H7, 6 Jun 62.

7

42
owners along Pennsylvania Avenue subscribed to funds for hiring sprinkling
carts to lay the dust and talked -or engaging an engineer at their own
expense to supervise paving, draining, cleaning and watering the Avenue.
When the inventor of a new street sweeper demonstrated his machine on
the Avenue and, with the help of fifieen carts and a hundred contrabands,
removed "several thousand loads of dirt to the United States public
groun~s," the city hoped that Congress would continue the work.

But

Congress, although it voted in 1864 to s.~are the cost of improving streets
adjacent to federal property, made no appropriation for the purpose, and
an amendment to Washington's charter authorizing the corporation to assess
the costs of improvements on owners of abutting property did not pay their
bills.

The only aid the government gave was the assignment of contrabands

to repairing New York avenue and an appropriation in 1863 for lighting
the streets ~1ost essential to government transport.89
Everyone welcomed gas lights about the Capitol and the White House
grounds, along Pennsylvania Avenue near the government offices, on the
three main streets crossing the Mall, along Maryland avenue and 6th street
on the Island, in Georgetown on Bridge and High streets, and all at
government e:cpense.

But city officials, while recognizing the need of

many

more street lights to protect "persons and property against violence and
crime," were troubled ever the cost of gas.

The councils proposed forming

89 Star, 21 Jan, 15 Apr, 4, 28 Nov 62, 10 Feb, 6 Mar, 27 Apr 63;
Baltimore Sun-; 21 May 6.3; Daily Chronicle, 26 Jan, 4 May, 14 Jul, 10 Aug,
13 Dec 6.3; 11i Jun 64; Petitions, S.38A-H6, 28 Nov 63, 28 Mar, 30 Apr 64,
3 Feb 65; Rpt Comr Pub Bldgs, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1864, PP• 685-86, Ser 1220;
Journal/6Jrd Council, p. 171; Ltr, Mayor Wallach to Sec/Int, Nov 65, in
Rpt Sec Int, 1865, pp. 856-62, Ser 1248.
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a new company to compete with the Washington Gas Light Company, petit ioned
CoJ€ress to forbid the established company to raise its prices and, 1n
1864, pled for permission to organize and run municipal gas works.
Balked in these endeavors, the city abandoned attempts to light the city
properly until the war ended.

The one noticeable change wast.he replace-

ment of the fjnger board street markers with signs on the glass of lamps
already standi. ng 0 90
On fire protection the city did better, after disasters in 1861
had awakened the community and the War Department to the cost of inadequate
service and equipment.

Two severe fires occurred at the end of August 1861,

when members of most of the volunteer Tlo.se and Ladder companies were on
111:l.litary service, leaving only the Franklin Hose Company to answer the call.
In November the Washington Infirmary on Judiciary Square, which had becOl!le
a milita.-y hospital, burned to tl'fe ground, and seven weeks later still
another terrible fire occurred at the Army corrals between 21st and 22nd
streets near the river.

The pine boarding of wagon sheds, stables and

fences blazed fiercely, and frightened, stampeding horses bolted into
the streets and scattered through the city,
pumps no longer sufficed.

Obviously volunte~rs and hand

The Quartermaster General purchased the first

steam engine -~o operate in Washington in April 1862 and the next year
another to protect the army repair shops six blocks beyond the White House
and a third for the railroad "park" and warehouses in Swampoodle.

The

city moved more slowly, first persuading the eight separate Hose and Hook

90 Star, 26 ftpr 62; Journal 61st Council, pp. 136, 170, 231, 302,
348- 49, 3~6-67; Journal 62nd Cmmoil, p . 7.
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and Ladder companies to act under the direction of a single chief, in
1864 establishing a salaried department, and then b¢ng fire engines.91

llllt new eqll1pment end better orsan1z~t1ou of flre f18ht1ns failed to save the
Sm1tbsontan Institute from an irreparable loss in F e ~ , J..865, F1re
deatrwed tw oollect1ona of Ind1an p11intinS111, the f1ret a seriea of portraits
b.T Cbarlea Bird. Xias made of a period of 7ears when tribal oh1efta1n8 vere
T1eit1as the Cfi)1tal, the other C&nTa.ses painted 1n the weat lt1 John Stanlq
vhoae portl'ElfalJI of Indtm life were on loQn to the GoTimllnent,9111
point dangerous alike to health and to property.

The war del~ed work on

laying the nine miles o:f' conduit from the Great Falls to the receiving
reservoir, partly because the river, bordering upon eneirtr country, layopen to raids, and partly because Co~ress transferred the task in 1862
from the experienced .Arrtly Engineer Corpe to the Deptirtment of the Interior.
But at last, on December 3, 1863, the civilian engineer in ch arge announced
the conduit finished and turned the Potomac water into the reservoir.

TNo

d~s later federal and local officials celebrated the great occasion with
an expedition to the Great Falls followed by an "evening dinner" and
speeches at the Willard Hotel.

Unfortunately, within ten day-a leaks in

the conduit necessitated shutting off the water and, before repairs were
finished, appropriations gave out,

June 1864 found Washington and George-

town With thousands of sick and wounded in the mili tar-,f hospitals, an
acute uater shortage, and what little water there was of "indifferent"
purity,

Congress hastily passed a new appropriation, and the conduit was

reopened late in July. While the Chief Engineer urged the buildi~ of a
91 Star, 31 Aug, 4 Nov 61, 15 Apr, 9 Jun, 20 Sep, 15 Nov, 9, 31
Dec 62, 24Jul 6J, 11 Feb 64; Petition, S37A-H7, 27 Feb 63; Journal~
Council, 26 Oct 63, -pp, 212-14, 28 Dec 63, p. 310, 4 Apr 64, p, 4i1l';
Journal 62nd Council, 15 Aug 64, pp. 7-8.

~

91a. Jo!m

c.

Evers, "Charles Bird

!:1ns", Sm:~on1en Report 195:;, pp. 463-73, /
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permanent dam to replace the makeshift at the Great Falls, c:i. ty consumers
rejoiced at having daily some ten million gallons of water on tap in the
midst of a three-month drought.

Some sections of Washington still lacked

"Potomac" water, but a number of householders who formerly had to pump
water by hand from their own cisterns could now pipe Potomac water into
their kitchens and wash rooms.

And adequate pressure at street hydrants

made fire fighting easier.92
Now that the water supply appeared arriple, the question immediately
arose of whether extension of sewerage lines to localities still dependent
upon privies and scavengers would overload the capacity of the Washington
canal. Seven lines a1reaey emptied into the canal, and from 12th street to
the debouch!nent at 17th street the drop in level was only six inches.

The

councils debated the problem, the federal Commissioner of Public Buildings
exhorted, citizens signed petitions, and, letters to the newspapers offered
advice, but, beyond discussion and a request to Congress to dredge clean
the canal, the city fathers did nothing.

Scavengers continued to make

the rounds.93
A comprehensive program of physical improvements was impossible

to undertake during the war, but the war itself forced Washington to expand
92 Star, 1, 6 Dec 63; Journal 61st Council, pp, 193, 445; Rpts
Chief Engineer W Aqueduct in Rpts Sec/Int, 1863, pp. 681-82, Ser llfl2;
and, 1864, pp. 697.99, Ser 1220; H Ex Doc 104, 38c, lS, 2 Jul 64, Ser
1195; H Ex Doc 35, 38c, 2S, 21 Jan 65, Ser 1223,
93 Star, 21 Jan, 2, 17 Dec 62; Daily Chronicle, 26 .Apr, 29 Aug,
12 Dec 64;Joiirnal 61st Council, Aug 63, p. 134; Journal 63rd Council,
p, 171, Aug 6S; S Mis Doc 84, 38C, lS, 23 Mar 64, Ser 1177; Rpt Comr
Pub Bldgs and Rpt Ch Engr Aqueduct, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1864, pp. 686-87,
701, Ser 1220; S Msc Doc 84 of 24 tsr 64 contains an excellent map
illustrating the canal topograpll;y.
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her white school system.

In l86o, before Northerners had flooded into

Washington, perhaps 10, 000 of the JJ:i.strict•s white children over six
years of age had never attended a_ school; some 4000 were enrolled in
private schools snd academies, 2300 in the public schools of Washington,
a few hlllldred in Georgetown and none in the coi}nty.

Consequently when

the colored school law of 1862 pa.seed, 1 t contained a clause requiring
three ll!Onths ' schooling yearly for every child in the District between
the ages of six and fourteen, whether black, white or mixed.

Ignoring

the law, Georgetown and the county for the time being did nothir.g; expensive innovations could wait.

Wasllington, on the other hand, while grumbling

over lack of federal aid for so much as a high school, made an effort.
The school fund rose from $41,000 in 1862 to $64,000 in 1864 before the
city obtained any money from federal court fines.

T'ne dollar capitation

tax, because paid only by men who actually voted at the polls, brought
in less than J!.7500 a year.94 Newcomers in Washington, particUlarly those
who paid only the poll tax, criticized the city councils for spending
money for a superintendent of schools instead of building a high school.
Yet unified supervision of the schools was itself a need.

The school

trustees continued to conduct the annual examinations of pupils and to
select the teachers, but the able Superintendent, James Ormond Wilson,
made his influence count.

Probably it was his argument rather than the

dictates of econoJ11Y' that persuaded the trustees to restore the Chri.stmas

94 Eighth Censul!_, 186o, Mortality and Miscellaneous Statfsti£.!!,
PP• 351, 506, and Population, p . 586; ~ , 9 Jun 1862; Co~ Globe,
38C, 2S, 10 Jan 61, p. 322; Spec Rpt C.Omr Educ, 1871, pp. 53-66; Dai¥o
Chronicle, 7 Jun 64, p. 2; Anl Rpt of the Register, Patriot, 22 Nov o.
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week holiday after they had lilllited school vacations to Thanksgiving and
Christmas Day, Washington's birthday, Good Friday, the lith of July, and
the six weeks from the 15th of July to the first Monday in September.
neither superintendent nor school board oould meet the new demands.

But

To

provide badly needed schoolrooms, the city councils imposed a new tax
earmarked for building and, using that 110,000 yearly income, erected four
new school houses between 1863 and 1865. Limiting enrollment to children
of "bona fide" residents of Washington eased the pressure further, but
apace was still lacking for three- quarters of the population of school age.
The dearth of teachers was an even greater obstacle to expansion.

Sixty-

odd men and women could not teach ten thousand children, and, as liv-lng
costs rose in Washington, the salary scale of $300 to
recruitment of staff,

i.soo

Ditch diggers earned almost as much,

prevented
Under these

circumstances, the compulsory school attendance clause of the federal
law remained a dead letter for whites as for blacks.95
The care of the poor and infirm might have been more dif ficult than
providing schools had the United States government not continued to shoulder
part of the load.

Federal funds, at first spent at the Washington Infirmary

and later paid over to the sisters of the Providence Hospital, still met
the costs of nursing ailing "transient paupers." The Government Hospital
for the Insane relieved the District of responsibility for the mentally ill,
and the Columbia Institution for _the Deaf, Dumb and Blind, which government

95

Spec Rpt Comr Education, 1871, pp. 53-56; Star, 25 Jan, 1$ A.Pr
Chronicle 1'871ov 62, 2 Mar 65;
Journal 61st Council, Jul 63, pp. 87- ; Journal 62nd Council, pp. 2-9,
Jun6h. --.

4 Jun, 8 Dec 62, 11 Jul, 1 Dec 63;
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and individual gifts largely financed, further lightened municipal obligations,

In 1862 Congr ess incorpor ated the Guardian Society to care for

homeless children who had come under the wing of the Orphans Court.
Federal money contributed to the support of contrabands too old or too 111
to wor k, and the intervention of the Secretary of War, jogged by people
like Elizabeth Peabody of Boston, enabled the National Freedmen's Relief
Association to open a contraband orphan asylum, located, 1ronica11,y
enough, in the residence of Richard Cox, ardent Southerner and secessionist,
a former mayor of Georgetown, whose property the government confiscated
when he joined the Confederate army,

However much old residents disli.'<ed

the inundation of freedmen, humanity forbade letting them starve, and,
but for federal aid, the District cities knew they would have had to
feed them.

Private philanthropy also helped, some, like the oontributions

to the Freedmen I s Relief, aimed a·~ emergency war-time needs, some of it,
like the funds for the St, Virx:ent• s and Waohington orphan asylums, directed
to perennial wants.

In addition to church groups and societies such as the

Newsboys Aid and the Colored Benevolent Association, individual charity
sought to liehten the wldespread misery.96
The Washi~ton Asylum and the Georgetown Poorhouse, which before,
the war had fed, housed, clothed -md provided medical attention for about
1500 "paupers" every year, in turn carried a larger burden as the war

96 See Rpts Supt Govt Hospital for the Insane and Pres and Brd
of Trustees Columbia Institution for the Deaf, Dumb and Blind, in Rpts
Sec/Int, 1861-65, Sers. 1117, 1157, 1182, 1220 and 1248; ~ Globe,
37C, 2S, 20 Jun 62, pp. 26-28; Spec Rpt Comr Education, 18~ pp.
225-37; ~ ' 9 Dec 61, 21 Dec 63; Intelligencer, 12 Jun 61, l Apr 63;
Petitions, S38A-H3, S3PA- H6.
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went on.

Besides supplying institutional care, every winter the Washington

councils voted money to be spent at the discretion of the mayor and the
Superintendent of the Poor in furnishing fuel to needy citizens.

Perio•

dically t he cit y allotted s\Dlls for other forms of direct relief,

By later

standards, both Washington's and Georgetown's welfare undertakings were
haphazard and ineffectual, but neither had New York, Philadelphia, Boston
or smaller American cities as ye~ evolved any sound public welfare system,
and charity organization societies were still unknown.97
As municipal wants multiplied, so also did the cost of supplying
them,

Extreme economy in the first year of the war had cut the city• a

noating debt in half, to $89,000, and the councils, reluctant to sacri•
£ice that gain, tried for a time to eke out income by collecting frOlll
the Washington & Alexandria Railroad the interest due on its bonds, an
unsuccessful attempt, since the goverment had comm:andeered the road.
Prices of materials and labor rose steadily, while new sources of revenue
remained few,

In making a free gift of the right of way to the Washington

& Georgetown Street Railroad Company, Congress in 1862 denied '~he cities

the profits of selline a valuable franchise.

By 1864, on top of a federal

income tax, local tax rates had increased to lll,00 on every $100 of assessed
valuation, and even then Washington's yearly income was less than t420,000,
too little to maintain, let alone widen, community services and still pi:q
out of current revenue over $100,000 in bounties.

Merely to extend the

97 Eight h Census, 1860, Mortality!!!!!~- Statistics, p. 512;
Enumerator's Returns, 1865, Social Statistics; Star, 25 Jun 61, 21 Jan,
15 Apr, 21 Oct 62, 3 Mar 63; Daily Chronicle, 17Mar 63; Jour?lal ~
!!!2. ~ Councils, passim.
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water mains into every section of the city would cost $1,000,000 at a

time when water fees netted the corporation $14,000.

To forestall still

higher truces, during 1864 citizens raised money by private subscription
for soldiers• bounties and for the hire of substitutes.

But city revenues

continued to lag so far behind needs that the oouncils, shutting their
eyes to the f uture, passed bill after bill for improvements without mald..llg
provision to pa;y for them.

In alarm Ma;yor Wallach asserted that the public

works approved in the last year of the war would consume Washington's
entire revenue for two years to come; yet, he admitted,

11

deficient in charitable and reformatory institutions. 11

Federal officials

showed little sympat hy.

We are wofully

On the contrary, -~he Secretary of the Interior

declared tha~ Washington had a lower tax rate and lighter obligations
than any city he knew:

.

no state government to support, few cllarities to

maintain and virtually no courts to pa;y for; her dilatoriness about undertaking needed improvements was a device for saddling the burden upon
Congress.98
These municipal troubles were mare pinpricks, however, as long as
the Army of the Potomac, under McDowell and then McClellan, under Burr.side,
Meade and tmn Grant, was fightin_g the Confederate
and Maryland.

ariey-

in nearby Virginia

From the secession of Virginia in April 1861 to General

Early' s raid in July 1864, fears for the safety of the capital rose and
98 Eighth Census, 1860, Mortality .!!al! Misc Statistics, pp. 317, 511;
Journal 61st Council, 31 Aug 63, p. 116, l Feboli, p. 347, Feb 64, p. 386,
398; Journai 62nd Council, 1 Aug 64, pp. 1-6, 31 Oct 64, p. 12, 20 Mar 65,
pp. 2- 3; Journal 63rd Council, 26 Jun 65, p. 19, 11 Sep 65, p. 189; Journal
64th Counci l, 11 Jun 66, p, 1\0; Star, 2 Ma;y, 21 Jun, 29 Jul 62, 13 Nov,
375ec 63; Daily Chronicle, 5 Nov02, 23 Jul, 1, 3, 20, 22, 23 Sep, 14 Oct
15 Nov 64; ~ Patriot, 22 Nov 70; Rpt Sec/Int, 1865, p, 13, Ser 1220.
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subsided and rose again at intervals.

No one could forget that Washington

was a main goal of the enemy, just as was Richmond for the Union.

military took precautions:

The

forty-eight farts ringed the District cities,

and a clearing fifteen miles long and a mile and a half wide, cut through
the woodlands from the Eastern Branch above the Alsmhouse to the Potomac
at the Chain Bridge, formed a barricade of felled trees designed to
prevent surprise attacks.

But except for the wounded and ill, during much

of the war seasoned soldiers were few in Washington; inexperienced militia
and hastily or ganized companies of government clerks afforded thin protection.

In t he BUllmler of 1864 when Jubal Early's men in gray marched

through Silver Springs, Maryland, and advanced toward Fort Stevens,
scarcely five miles above Eoundary street, only the arrival of the VI A~
Corps rushed up from Petersburg seemingly kept Washington from capture.
Moreover, from the first battle of Bull Run to the end of the 11ar and
after, householders unable to perform more than minor services had to see
thousands of soldiers no one knew how to save die of wounds and dysentery
and typhoid fever.

At times, 50,000 men lq in the military hospitals,

- "a population", Walt Whitman e~iserted, "more numerous in itself than
the Washington of ten or fifteen years ago, 11 Wounded men filled improvised wards in churches, in St. Elizabeth's rooms at the Insane Asylum, in
the halls of the Capitol, and at the Patent Office in passageways between
ponderous glass cases crowded with miniature models of inventions.

Carts

carrying the dead to the cemeteries daily lumbered thro1Jgh the streets.
And in Washington and Georgetown, as throughout the North, beneath anxiety
for the Union and for the capital, beneath grief for the dead and the

,
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maimed, fear lay heavy for husbands and sweethearts, sons and brothers
still fighting on the war's bloody battlefields.99
Yet amid the anguish of mi:nd

ane.

spirit and the physical discomforts

in Washington, as the war went on, the capi ta1 enjoyed a material prosperity
wholly new to the Distriot.

Commissary and Quartermaster supplies poured

into the city month after month. The government put up new warehouses and
built, bought or leased accommodations for offices, hospitals and workshops
for repair of military equipment until, by mid 1862, real estate prices
had become as inflated as they had been depressed in the first months of
the war.

New storehouses close to the wharves at the end of 7th street, a

huge slaughter-house surrounded by cattle pens on the Monument grounds,
wagon sheds and corrals for 30,000 horses end mules, located near the
present-day site of the new State Department building, appeared first.
Quarter Master General Montgomery

c.

Meigs installed part of h.i.s staff in

the Winder building across 17th street from the War and Navy Department
offices and commandeered for his own headquarters the not yet fully completed Corcoran Art Gallery on the northeast corner of Pennsylvania
Avenue and 17th street.

Nearby he established harness and wagon repair

shops and the principal army clothing depot.

In 1863 Oiesboro Point, now

Bolling Field of the Air Force, became the chief cavalry depot, a locality
that permitted e~ppi' water the 21,000 tons of forage the army of the PotOl!lac
needed monthJ.y.

From the beginning, the ijaltimore & Ohio railroad was

99 Star, 14, 16, 20, 25 Jun, 1 Sep, 3 Nov, 7 Dec 62; ai.ly Chronicle,
14 May 63;-ret'ition, S37A-H7, 21 Feb 63; Rpt QM Oen, 3 Nov 6, p. 136,
H Ex Doc 83, 38C, 2S, Ser 12 ; Rpt ~urgeon Oen to Sec/war, 1862, p. 51,
Ser 11$9, and 1663, pp. 68-71, Ser 1184; Cowley, ed., Whitman, II, 26, 42;
Bruce Catton,!_ Stillness~ Appomattox, pp. 263-66.
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choked with incoming freight and, in order to move some of it on promptly
to the al'lllY in northern Virginia, the government laid rails across the
Long Bridge .

In three end a half years more than 30,000 loaded cars passed

over these tracks.

By 1862 the Navy Yard was employ:i.ng 1700 workmen, and

by 1863 was building a new foundry,_

Besides the needs of the Navy Yard and

of the Anrf3 Quartennaster and Commissary, the requirements of the ~geon
General for the area's twenty-five military hospitals and for the Bureau of
\

Medicine increased the now of materiel into Washington.

Army contractors.

men seeking contracts of special favors, and heavy hearted men and women
come to inquire for wounded relatives filled the hotels to overfiowing:
five hundred new arrivals a day came to be a commonplace,100
At first this sudden activity scarcely benefitted local residents
at all.

~

Contractors in bigger cities continued to supply the army, except

for the flour from Georgetown and county mills, and the rentals the government paid for buildings were not high initially.

But as the war moved into

its second year, Northern business men began to buy Washington real estate
at rapidly mounting prices, and new stores and hotels arose.

A group of

local men bid in vain for a controlling interest in the newly chartered
Washington & Georgetown Street Railroad, an enterprise that proved, when
the tracks were laid and travel by horsecar became possible, at once a
100 ~tA, 19 Aug, 5 Nov 61, 6 Feb, 2 Mar 62, 4 Apr, 14 Sep 63; Daily
Chronicle,
ug, 7 Sep 63; Rpt Ch Engr Aqueduct, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1804,
pp.
, Ser 1220, S Ex Doc 17, 42C, 2S, 9 Jan 72, Ser 1478; Rpt Commissary Oen'l to Sec/War, 1861, p. 72, Ser 1118; Rpt Director and Genl Manager
Mil RRs, to Sec/War, 22 May 66, p, 5, Ser 1251.
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highly profitable undertaking for the stockholders and a convenience for
people needing to get from Georgetown to the Capitol or down 7th street and
out to the Navy Yard.

Local men then organized the Metropolitan Street

Railw~, a.nd its r oute along F Street to the railroad station further eased
transport within t he city.

People nooding into Washington created demand

for food, lodging, household wares and clothes 9

Prices of necessities

rose steadily, lining the pockets of merchants in Washington and Georgetown.

--

The landlords of the three largest hotels, according to the New York

Express, were clearing between S50,000 and $100,000 a year, and the war was
enriching tailors, stationers, blacksmiths and saddlers, as well as local
contracto.rs for military hardware, mattresses and iron bedsteads.

While

Harvey's "fish house" added kettles for steaming oysters to build up its
reputation, Washington supporte-t some h50 other restaurants and bars.
The city corporation in 1863 took in i91,ooo in fees for liquor licenses,
whereas $10,000 had been normal be.fore the war. "The inspiration of Northern
ideas and industry, 11 declared the. Chronicle, was behind the boom, and
Washington I s lackadaisical pre-war leaders must not be allowed hereafter
to blot out the effect of "Northern enterprise and thrift.«lOl
Permanent, residents realized that some of this new business would
v.anish at the end of the war, but, encouraged by the growth of the city,
they hoped to preserve some of the gain.

.Apart from transients, population

doubled between 1861 and 1863, and before 186h, the Metropolitan Police
lOl S Ex Doc 17, u2C, 2S, 9 Jan 72, Ser lu78; Star, 13 Sep 61, 23
Apr, 7, 27, 30 May, 9, ll, 25 Jun, 13 Oct 62, 12, 17, ~Mar, 25 Nov
quoting New York Express, 8, 31 Dec 63; Daily Chronicle, 3 Nov 62, 1 Jun
63, 22 Feb 6y;:--See also Washington and Georgetown Directories, 1861,
1863 - 1865.
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stated, had climbed to 140,00

Postmaster Lewis Clephane declared that
_;.

the 6o,OOO people he had to serve when Lincoln appointed him had become
in two years over a million, counting the soldiers stationed in the
immediate vicinity. While Mayor Wallach boasted that, ,though manufacturing
in most parts of the country had s~unk, "ours has increased in an almost
inverse ratio," Clephane looked forward to seeing "the banks of the Potomac
above Georgetown lined with manufactories worked by white labor." New industries in Washington seemingly could develop, making use of the fifty~foo·~
drop between the Great falls snd the city.

Furthermore, for the f;.rst

time local banks appeared to be strong enough to fina:nce such ventures.
Riggs and Company had advanced a half million dollars. to

arm;/

contractors

in the first year of the war, Ja:y C:Ooke and Company had set up a banking
house on 15th street in early 1862 and, upon the p~ssage of the National
Banking Act of 1863, the First National Bank opened in Washington, its
capital

tSOO,ooo

and its president Henry

n.

Cooke, brother of that financial

wizard, Jay Cooke; in 1864 the Merchants' National Bank got a charter.
Available capital, enormous power potential and growing local demand all
seemed to promise a future for manufacturing.

Only skilled labor was scarce,

and demobilization of the arnzy- eventually should meet that want. 102
Not everybody profited.

Skilled workmen co~ded unheard~of wages,

merchants with stock bought cheap could sell at fabulous markups, and real
estate.brokers made killings, but petty tradesmen without cred:J.t, common
102 ~ . 5 Feb, 4, 9 Jun 62, 2 Apr, 20 Ma:y, 30 Sep, 23 Dec 63;
Intelligencer, 2 Nov 61; Rpt Sec/Int, l.864, p. 15,Ser 1220•
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laborers and people on salaries suffered, while femilies 'llho had depended
on income from the South or from the hire of their slaves faced real
want, 103 A first difficulty grew out of the federal suspension of specie
payments,

As long as the goverrnnent paid its e111!)1oyees in coin, the Con-

gressional act of 1854 forbidding circulation in the District of notes of
less than $5 denomination occasioned no hardship, but when clerks received
their pa;y in greenbacks , tradesm~n unable to make change were forced to
accept the small notes issued by state banks, paper of depreciated or
uncertain value and easily counterfeited.

After 1863 the National Banking

Act and issue of small Treasury greenbacks largely wiped out that hazard,
but as prices rose higher, the person without capital to buy in quantity
found his resources running behind his needs.

By the President's order,

work on the Capitol had resUllled in August 1861, in 1862 construction of an
extension to the Treasury began, and, from 1862 on, the Superintendent of
the Aqueduct needed day laborers,

Still, unskilled worlonen, particularly

freedmen, faced seasonal layoffs during which the cost of necessities rose
again,

Semiskilled and skilled. workmen earning from $2 to $3,50 a day used

the weapon of the strike to get pay increases, shorter hours, or both, but
the common laborer paid $1,2!, a day rarely dared risk revolt.

Gentle

people who had never before had to earn their livings, and ministers,
clerks and teachers with fixed salaries and appearances to maintain, these above all, felt the pinch.104
l03 See above, Ch. VI, P•
104 Petition, S37A-H7, 17 Jan, 13 Feb 62; S Ex Doc 65, 37C 25,
24 Jun 62 , Ser 1122; Star, l Feb 62, 12 Oct, 2, J, 24, 25, 30 Nov 63;
Intelligencer, 8 Mar 02;Sunday Chronicle, 29 Nov 63.
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Inflation brought misery to every town in Amen.ca, but the sudden
growth of demand, military priorities and the loss of easy access to former
sources of supply heightened the problem in Civil-War Washington,

Food-

stuffs, housing and fuel sufficient for 6o,OOO could not feed and shelter
140,000 people,

By 1863 living quarters were at such a premium that a

number of "meritorious mech:anics"- moved their families across the Eastern
Branch opposite the Navy Yard to build up Uniontown,

Shanties sprang up

in Washington and Georgetown alleyways where ex-slaves lived in squalor,
while in the swampy land near the Long Bridge huts made of scrap lumber,
tar paper and odd bits of junk housed another settl0111ent of freedman.
Produce and coal, before the war shipped down the C & 0 canal and across
the aqueduct canal into Alexandri_a and then back by barge to Washington,
could no longer take that inexpensive route once the amy had transformed
the aqueduct canal into a military bridge; instead, cargoes had to be
unloaded in Georgetown and carted thence into Washington, since Georgetown,
in order to maintain her monopoly on canal traffic, had carefully buil•l;
her bridges too low to give canal boa·l;s direct access to the river.

Li vi ng

costs reached such a figure that citizens held mass meetings to discuss
fonning a Consumers' Protective ~ssociation for cooperative buying,

Govern-

ment employees at one point organized a Clerks' Emigration Society when
investigation showed prices in Balti111ore well below those in Washington:
meat that sold in Baltimore at 1$ cents a pound cost 20 cents in Washington,
coal, wood and flour at $8 in Baltimore cost ~10 here, houses such as
rented in Baltimore at t200 cost $400 - all told, the difference between
$940 a year and r-.1333, which, even adding ~-12$ a year for railroad fare to
commute, made a move to Baltimore an economy,

Nothing, however, stopped

•
,
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the upward spiral of liVi.ng costs in the District.

Reputable citizens

fell behind on their taxes, and landlords could not always collect their
rents.
to

In the swnmer of 1864 fio1U' went up to $20 a barrel, potatoes

$5 a bushel and butter to 70 cents a pound. Only the end of the war

prolllisad relief.105
Nevertheless, this bloodiest, bitterest war ever fought by the
United States changed every-day routines very little.

Georgetown Seminary

and Colwnbian College enrolled fewer students than formerly, but men not
in the aney- generally carried on their usual pursuits.
school or played noisily at home.

Children trudged to

Women ran their households, carried

their baskets of food home from the market houses and sewed for the man
serving their country.

Foreign ministers dined out snd sent their govern-

ments dispatches estimating the Union's chances of survival.

Carpenters

and bricklayers labored to complete the extension of the Treasury.

Stone-

masons pushed forward work on that symbol of national strength, the new
dome of the Capitol, until on Deq_ember 2, 1863, while cannon boOl'l!ed from
every fort about Washington, Thomas Crawford's bronze Freedom, hoisted
by huge pulleys, rose to her place on top of the dome's crowning cupola.
Mathematicians at the National Observatory continued their investigations
of the heavenly bodies, after 1863 men aopointed to the new National
Academy of Science prepared studies on subjects ranging from the solar
spectrum to the quality of whiskey the Uavy issued sailors.

Joseph Henry,

105 Dail\Chronicle, 8 Nov 62, 5 Sep 63, 5 Apr, 14 Jul, 31 Aug 64,
7 Mar 65; Star,
Mar, 26 Jul 62, 12, 17 Sep 63; H Ex Doc 102, 37C, 2s,
24 Apr 62, Ser 1136; Journal 62nd Council, 27 Mar 65, pp. 3-4; Petition,
S37A- H7, 27 Jun 62.
-
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gifted head of the Smithsonian, sponsored balloon ascensions for the
arizy

and in e.xperimenting with il!JProvements in lighthouse l8111ps, opened

himself to accusations of signalling to the enelliY from the red sandstone
turrets of the &nithsonian.

Lecturers engaged by the Washington Scienti-

fic Association, the newly founded YMCA, or some of the churches, held
forth on geogrspey and morals, on abolitioniS111, temperance and ancient
civilizati.ons.

Life went on.106

And because anx\.ety and pain and death were too omnipresent not to
ignore, a hectic gaiety prevailed".

Well-to-do families who had alwa;ys

spent the summers at "different watering places of more northern climes"
sta;yed in Washington, but compensated by making the most of the city' a
entertai11111ents,

The nawspapers, abetting the universal wish to forget

the present, gave almost as much space to amusements as to serious local
affairs.

Troubled businessmen, Visitors, soldiers on leave or the Presi-

dent himself, attended Ford's or Ch-over's or Nixon's or the Washington
theatre, where plays for every taste Appeared - Macbeth and Othello,
Pocahontas,~ French§.&, Naooleon's Q!!! Guard or melodrama like SiE
Degrees of Crime advertised as illustrating "with absorbing power, the
progress towards ruin of INTEMPERANCE, LICENTIOUSNESS, GAMBLING, THEFT,
MURDER, and the SCAFFOLD. 11 The popular young John Wilkes Booth made hie
last fonnal stage appearance at Ford's theatre i n ~ Apostate.

Fifteen

months after the repeal of the Black Code, the owner of Grover's theatre
added a gallery with seats marked off for colored people; formerly Negroes
had been forbidden the streets after 9 in the evening.

Variety- shows and

l06 Star
_, 10, 12 Feb 62, 2 Dec 63; H Ex Doc 66, 38C, 2S, 13 Feb

65, Ser 1229;
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circusses - in 1862 Nixon's and P,T. Barnum's at the sQllle time - offered
other diversion.

The Burns 1 Cl.ub celebrated "Bobby's"birthdq, a group

of' young men formed the Washington Literary Society, and the Union Chess
Club organized.

Sparting men raced their horses along E street near the

old Congressi onal Cemetery and, when the police arrested them for reckless
driving, opened a "trotting course" across the river adjacent to the

Government Hospital for the Insane.

Interest in baseball also revived,

with the "Nationals" using the old Potomac grounds for thr.ir ganes.

'03spite

attempts of temperance societies to ban liquor, hotel barrooms, dance halls,
and l ess reputable places catered nightly to a large clientele.
comp8Ilil' came every season, and concerts were frequent.

An opera

Adeline Patti made

her first Washington appearance in the old Baptist church on 10th street.
Al though the Star corri111ented with vast amusement on "Professor" Scala's
choosing to play the Marseillaise, "the French revolutionary air," to
welcome the Imperial "Prince Napoleon" to Washington, the Marine Band
concerts were unfailingly popular.

During each spring and 81111l11ler the

Band played regularly on the Capitol grounds and in the "President's Park"
about the White House after the President took up swumer residence st the
Soldiers• Ho!'le,

Now and again pa:-ades and reviews of troops took place.

Spectators enjoyed watching the new battalion of mounted "Lancers" ride
through the streets, each trooper carrying a 12-foot black spear with a
small red pennant at its tip, a form of weapon that won the battalion
the name "Turkey Drivers. 11 Military reviews were often impressive.

On

one occasion the ranks of soldiers stretched from the Eastern Branch
near the Marine Barracks and the Almshouse westward over the plain for
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more than two miles.107
Official. Washington went through th& motions of festivity.

Ladies

dressed in 'llide, tiered, hoopskirted dresses called upon each other punctiliously, sat in the House and Senate galleries to spplaud fiery speeches,
and g ave supper parties after the day I s business ended about 9 o ' clock.
The 1118rl'iage of Kate Chase, hands_ome daughter of the wealthy Secretary- of
the Treasury, to Senator Sprague of Rhode Island was a special event; the
bride wore a "magnificent tiara OJl her head studded nth diamonds."
Although, until the war was nearly over, celebrations of Union victories
and national holidays were restrained, the President set an example of
burying personal grief; while his son Willie lay at death's door with
typhoid, he gave a formal reception at the Whit@ House.
was a guest.

Ex-Hayor Berret

Mailliard of New York catered, decorating the tables with

spun sugar helmets, American frigates and goddesses of liberty.

Eleven-

year old Willie died a fortnight l ater.
Rumors of international int rigue also created moments of i nterest,
if only because people could exerci_ie their in1aginations unimpeded by :.,uch
information.

District residents were elated over the seemingly friendly

gesture of Imperial Russia when four vessels of the Russian fleet anchored
in the Potomac above Alexandria.

Men angered by British dalliance with

the Confederacy early in the war _doubtless felt special gratification at
Lord l,yons' eventual recall, though it occurred three years after the
107 Star, 4 Sep, 29 Oct, 13 Nov 61, 21 Jan, 11, 12 20 Feb, 7
15, 17 Apr,~May, 5, 8 Jun, 11, 29 Jul, 22, 31 Dec 62, 27 Jan, 28
28 Aug, 24 Sep, 24 Nov 63; D ily Chronicle, 3, 5, 8, 14, 24 Nov, 29
62, 9, 12, 16, 25 Mar, 18, 2 Apr, 18 May 63; Petition, S37C-H7, 20
6); Poore, Reminiscences, II, 107.
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British minister had reportedly threatened to break off diplomatic relations in a brusque demand:

"Passports or Mason and Slidell," a reference

to the Confederate emissaries forcibly removed by an American navll vessel
from a British ship on the high seas.

When Polish Count Gurowski, employed

as a translator in the State Department, published his diary, Washiq:ton
delightedly read its gossipy pages until, discovering that every public figure
sooner or later appeared as a knave or a fool, most readers' malicious amusement gave way to annoyance.

Even t:ealization that Confederate spies were

alwa_ys about the city, while a source of alarm, contributed a fillip of

pleasurable excitement; wondering how many pedlars of military secrets escaped
the vigilance of Colonel Baker end his secret service men scarcely dimmed t.he
satisfaction of learning that Miss Poole had been caught smuggl1ng

t7500

across the lines or that the ample skirts of another "petticoat spy'" had concealed a dozen bottles of contraband wh1skey.l08 Whatever its anxieties,
life in the war-time capital gave residents a sense of being in the thick of
sti~ng events,
By March 1865, with the fall of Petersburg and Richmond drawine near,

tensions relaxed slightly in Washint,:ton.

The Lame vuck session of the 38th

Congress closed quietly, the 29th Congress would not convene before fall,
and while waiting for good news from Virginia, people let themselves enjoy
Lincoln's second inauguration.

For_ the first time organizations ·of colored

citizens took part in the parade.
Office turned into a lavish affair.

The Inaugural Ball held at the Patent
The menu of sixty-five dishes included

terrapin stew, "Filet de Beef", "Leg of Veal Fricandeau", grouse, pheasant,
•
106 Star, 6, 22 Feb, 11 Jul 62, 13 Nov 63; Daily Chronicle, 29 Oct
63; Poore, Reminiscences, II, 112, 138•41;
, "Count Gurowski,
Magazire of American History, XIV, No. l (Jul 188 ), pp.
• See also
Williams, ed., Mary Boykin Chestnut, A Diary from Dixie, p. 219.
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quail, "Patete of Duck en gelee", lobster salad, ttOrnamental Pyramids:
Nougate, Orange, Car8lllel with fancy crea!ll candy", macaroons, almond
sponge, "Tart a la Nelson" , "Tarte

a

l'Orleans", "Bombe a la Vanilla",

icecreams, ices, chocolate and coffee. 109
When early April at last brought vord of the capture of Richmond,
Washington embarked upon wild celebrations -- illuminations, bonfires,
speeches. And on the heels of that news csme Grant's connmmique telling
of Lee's surrender at Appomattox Courthouse on Sund3iY, April 9th.

The end

was at hand. Wise men realized that rebuilding the nation would bring new
troubles, but most of Wsshington,recognizing President Lincoln's singular
lack of vindictiveness, dared trust to his generosity and good sense.
And for the moment it
be over.

was

enough_to know that the bloodshed would soon

On the night of Good Friday, April 14th, the President, yielding

to his wife's insistence, went to see Our American Cousin at Ford's
Theatre.

There John Wilkes Booth's murderous shot turned thankfulr>..ess

into sorrow.
Washington had lived through threats of betra,yal and seizure,
through physical hardships and travail of spirit.

Old residents had felt

wrath over vilification by radical Republicans, dismay at the influx cf
freedmen and alarm at the portents of the future.

Yet probably no Washing-

tonian realized how completely the war had swept the old life away.

Clouds

of suspicion not quickly to be dissipated by peace enveloped families once
honored es sinong the best of the -South.

Householders whose income had

derived from Southern investments and who had been unable to liquidate
109 New York Tribune,

; Daily Chronicle, 7 Mer
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them were illlpoverished, and though a new plutocra-:y in the post-war era
would dominate in Washington less f'ull,Y than 1n big cities of the Horth,
family background would count far less in the capital under Reconstruction
than in years past.

Money made, !ew people knew how, gave prominence to

men hitherto obscure.

Alexs.nder ShJ9Pherd, for example, in 1861 a gas-

fi tter• s assistant, would soon emerge as a p011er in Washi~ton, a man
possessed of a farm valued at $65,000 and of considerable real estate
within the city.

New Yorkers and Philadelphians, having gained control of

the banks and the principal street railway, now overshadowed local capitalists of antebellum fame, men like

w.w.

Corcoran and his associates.

The war-time prosperity had pricl<ed the ambition of native Washingtonians,
leading them to envisage vast industrial growth and Vigorous commercial
e:xpansion for the District.

A community formerly made up of "Society,"

Slllall tradesmen, clerks, artisans, white day laborers, free Negroes and
slaves had become largely a city of rich men and poor, "niggers", "niggerlovers" and "nigger-haters."

Citizens resentful of the social revolution

forcing in uoon them would fight further change, but the old Washington
was gone forever.
That late April morning as the sixteen-foot, black-velvet-draped
hearse drawn by six gray cavalry horses moved slowly down Pennsylvruri.a
avenue toward the Capitol where Abraham Lincoln's body would lie in
state before beginning the journey through the cities of the North and
on to Springfield, Illinois, men watching the procession and hearing the
muffled roll of the drums sensed -dimly that they had come to the end of
an era.

"

...•
Chapter VIII
Reconstructiont

The Death of the Municipalities

Reconstruction, ostensibly designed to reunite the South with the
North, brought chmiges to both sections of the country before the last
of three constitutional amendments became the law of the land.

But the

North as a whole escaped punitive measures, and the District of Columbia,
however inimically viewed by some members of Congress, during the firs'!:,
post-war years was subject to no legislation not eventually applied to
the country at large.

Nevertheless there were differences, ' first, in the

timing and, second and more important, in the degree to which the new order
affected the entire community; most significant of all, District citizens,
in contrast to people of the northern states, had no voice whatsoever in
decisions that ran counter to their own deep-seated beliefs and assumptions.
Just as the District of Columbia, because under the control of a Republican
Congress, had been the first segment of slave:...holding America to see eman~
cipation take effect, so the District was to be the first political unit
outside the defunct Confederacy where, in the face of voters' objections,
racial political equality became law.

Here, in consequence, white citizens

felt themselves victims of a vindictiveness they did not deserve.

Only as

the rest of the United States acceI1_ted identical laws did resentment fade.
Meanwhile, consternation at the costs of running the Cities and at the continued refusal of the federal government to bear its share of the burden
increased with each passing year.

Indignation gave w~ to alarm, heightened,

as 1870 approached, by insistent petitions to Congress from midwestern

..
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constituents to move the capital to the West,

Between 1865 and 1871 fear

thus followed upon anger in Washing·con and Georgetown to end at last in
what most citizens dared think an ideal solution:

extinction of the

municipal governments and creation of the Territory of the District of
Columbia with a representative in Congress.
When the surr ender at ~npomatox came, citizens of Washington had
every reason to be grateful that Congress was not in session, for old
residents had tasted the bitter wrath of Congress and could have little
faith in radic-1 Republican policiee of reconstruction for the District or
for the r ebel South. Far better to let the President map the course.
Lincoln's assassination aroused genuine horror in the city.

Political

wisdom may have entered into some men's distress, for aeyone with vision
could foresee the nightmare that would ensue. The day Lincoln died, the
city councils voted a f20,000 reward for the assassins• aTTest -- eloquent
testimon,v to the strong emotion of the financially hard-pressed corporation.
Three weeks later the councils issued an angry warning to fol"!ller citizens
who had joined the Confederacy not to attempt a return to the District,l
Fortur,ately, Washingtonians knew, not even Secretary of War Stanton, who
had taken command the night of the shooting of the President and simultaneous attack on Secretary of State Seward, could accuse the city of
negligence, since the Provost Guard and the Metropolitan Police were
federal employees outside municipal. control. Once the penic about a
Confederacy-inspired, city-wide conspiracy had died down, evaporating
under proof t hat the plot was the work of a halfwdozen "outsiders," no
l Journal 62nd Council, PP• 2, 3, 6,

14-15.
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wife of the newly deposed Vice !'resident, ~'r!', Thomrs M1>rsh11ll, the other a
privPte d1,nce given for sow.e :;,ix hundred GOP merrymPkf'T'S by "Ned" McLean,
ch,irmPn of the inPUffltrPl cow i ttl'e,

If on th11t occasion ?-'rs. McLean wore

the fPrrous Hop<' di"ll!ond, its reputed ev:i l powers m:>y h,ve sePl"led to the
superstitious to Pceount for the ills thPt two yePT'S later overwhelmed
several of the party. flrs, Harding herself, Pn Preh belir.ver in the r:i.ghtnes:;, of the elPirvoyPnts she sonetimes consulted, appPrently had no forebodings.9
SprinP,time in WPshington, along whose tree-lined streets in 1921
peoole still w111ked for pleasure, exercised peculiPr chPrms that year.
the first time thP wPr receded into the c!istPnt pPst.

For

The very sight oi' the

ooen g11tes of the White FouPe grounds inviting the world to walk and drive
in end out freely lightened the atmosphere; on Raster Fondsy children and
EastPr eggs t1171>in dotted the lPwns,

"BPlloon mPn," wrote a Se?lE'tor' s wife,

"with their rt1inbow- colored balls floating lightly above them in great
clusters, end vendors of flowers stend on every cornPr; the JPpPnase cherry
blossoms, P mi>ss of frap,rPnt. bloan, border the hPsin 11nd speedway above the
Potonac R.iver ; thP starry dogwood scatters its PE'tals in Rock Creek Park;
and wistPria, d~oryoing Pnd fePthery, hangs over doorways r.nd norehes, Pnd
clouds the rotunda at lrlington." Newly eonointed federal officials took
up their duties with leisurely zest, while with still grePter enthusiasm
wives new t o Washington society set abrut mPStering the mysteries of etiquette
10
in the capital.

9 Ibicl, , 5 MPr 21; ~11lliv11n, Our Times, VI, op.
Gl'owded Houiii, on. 32?-24; Star, 6, 9. Mer ?lo

; Longworth,

lO Star, 20, 28 ?°:>r 21; FrPnces P11rkinson Keyes, Lett~
Senator I s Wife, o. 191.
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official sought to pin responsibility for the traged;y upon local people.
Yet the murder cast long shadows upon the community, and the compounding
of grief and anxiety made the future look black.

The killing of John

Wilkes Booth and the hanging of three of the conspirators • as well ae the
al.lnost certainly innocent Mrs. Surratt • brought little comfort to thoughtful

men in that summer of 1865.
But the capital rejoiced with the rest of the nation that the war
was over, "staying," the city councils proclaimed, "the red hand of fratricide, 11 2 The District also welcomed the signs that President .Andrew Johnson
was steadily veering toward the lenient course of reconstruction which
Lincoln had projected.
distraction.

Demobilization of the army, moreover, provided

In the forty days between late May and early July, nearly a

quarter million soldiers passed through the city.

Hour after hour, through

the brilliant sunshine of May 23rd, the Army of the Potomac, rank after rank,
paraded up Pennsylvania avenue to the reviewing stand in front of the White
House.

The next day came Sherman's. veterans of the march through Georgia,

followed by the notortous "'Bummers" who had attached themselves to the
Division of the Mississippi and by long strings of mules and horses laden
with tents, knapsacks, clothing and en occasional pickaninny.
crowds from every state in the North lined the Avenue,

Cheering

Perhaps few

onlookers, observing the lean hardness of these soldiers, could recall the
youthful gaiety of those who had set out for Bull Run less than four years
before.

Later troops marched without fanfare to headquarters preparatory

to discharge and return home.

2 ~-,

pp. 11-12.

The military hospitals, crowded during much

•

/
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of the summer, emptied slowly, until by late autumn only two, given over
to stubborn and chronic cases remained.

In November came the execution of

Captain Henry Wirz, one~time commanding officer at AndersonVille Prison and
originator of the infamous "deadline"; th~ outcome of his trial had been a
foregone conclusion, but the torchlight parade staged to celebrate the

•

hanging in the Old Capital Prison yard revealed the savagery of the tempers
that might rule in Washington.3 By December, when Congress convened and
debates on reconstruction opened, the troubles of the District of Columbia
were looming large.
During the first post-war years, three problems, so closely related
as to be Virtually one, confronted the people of the District.
basic question was economic:

The most

how to forestall a sharp decline in business

by developing commercial and industrial interests inci,:,pendent of the federal

gover11111ent.

Second, the status of Negroes, was a problem affecting at once

the material well-being of the cities and their social and political
structure as well.

Third was the matter of converting war-damaged Washi~ton

and Georgetown into cities possessing the conveniences urban dwellers had
come to demand - easy transportation, clean, well-lir,hted streets, adequate
sanitation, means of protecting persons and property and, finally, good
schools.

None of these could be found in the District, and to get them

would require tax rates high enough to discourage new investment.

Yet

without these improvements, Washingtonians knew they would be risking the
greatest danger of all, namely a decision in Congress to make a fresh
JRpts QM Oen and Surgeon Oen to Sec/War, 1865, pp. 102, Ser 1249;
H Ex Doc 23, 40C, 2S, Ser 1331; Poore, Reminiscences, II, 187-92.
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start by establishing a new national capital in the West.
Economic troubles struck first.

With the mustering out of troops

and the closing of the hospitals in 1665, the shrinkage of business, begun
in April, accelerated, and at the very moment when men returning to civilian
life most needed jobs,
daily.

Hotel registrations no longer ran to hundreds

Cuts in employment at the Navy Yard and in the Quarter Master

repair shops had already occurred, - The saddlers and blacksmiths and the
purveyors of mattresses and iron bedsteads who reportedly had all found
war a bonanza were now forced to curtail.

In attempt to halt further

losses a group of businessmen formed a Board of Trade, The federal
Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, established in March,

.

was concentrating on findi ng work for contrabands but the unemployed freedmen thronging the streets of Washington served as a constant reminder to
white men of social changes to come·o4

Perhaps the best gauge of the drop

in business activity was the l oss reported by the Washington
Street Railroad Company for the second e1x months of 1665,

&

Georgetown

Instead of the

9 percent profits of the two previous yea.rs, the company declared that,
owing to the decline in population, receipts between July and the end of
December had fallen off 30 percent and, although equipment was up-to- date
and the horsecars had carried over .seven and a half million passengers
during the year, the company was barely solvent,

4 Rpt

Deficits appeared in

Sec/Navy, 1865, pp.
, Serl253 ; Rpt QM Oen to Sec/war,
1865, pp.
, Ser 1249; Ledgers,
Topham, 1664-66, (ms. , CHS);
Rpt Asst Comr Freedmen's Bureau 5 Dec 65, S Ex Doc 27, 39C, 1S, pp, 151•
55, Ser 1238; ltr, S. N. Clark to Brig Oen C.H. Howard, 31 Mar 66, RG105,
222, #7 (War Dept, N,A.); Daily Chronicle, 13, 25, 27 Oct 65.
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the next several years.~ In 1866 the Merchants' National Bank failed.
Washinrton and Georgetown could be ~ateful to e11cape the tribulationa of
Alexandria in trying to recover from four yoars of military occupation, but
as Lincoln had urged in 1861, and senators talked of now, Congre11s were to
reannex the Virginia part of the original ten-mile ln(Uare, might not the
entire area be thrown into fresh oonfu11ion1 6
Happily, the worst fears of businesBlll8n proved eroundless.

•

Despite

the pleas of a few Alexandrians, the plan of reclaiming northern Virginia
for the District l.!ip3ed eventually, and, had the scheme succeeded, Washington I s comerce could hardly have suffered in consequence.

Authorization in

1865 of an extension to the Government Printing Office nursed hope that new
government business might partly offset the reduction in army and navy act.ivi ties.

By 1866

war claims filed

by both Northerners and Southerners were

again bringine visi tore to the cepi tal.

:,ouee-building, hal tad during the

war, gradually resumed. Row houses sprang up in the section east of the
Capitol, and, almost unheard of event, several senators bought or built residences in the more sophisticated areas Northwest, along Massachueetts avenue
and K Street beyond 13th.

When Congress was in session business alwqs

revived, and President Johnson's fights with the legislature through lllOst of
his administration kept senators and representatives 1n the oity long 1nontho
at a t1me.7 Whether or not men believed Me;yor Wallaoh 1 s contention that
natural developments, not "adventitious causes," were bringing Wsshin.:ton prosperity, by 1867 local firms felt encouraged,

A special census that year showed

a population of 106,052, a big drop from the estimated 140,000 of 1864, but

5 Rpts Washington & Georgetown Street Railroad Co, 30 Jun 63, S Mis Doc
11, 380, 1S, Ser 1117, 20 Mar 66, H Mis Doc 69, 390, lS, Ser 1271, and 28 Jun
68, H
Doc 156, 4oc, 2s, Ser 1380.
Centennial History of Washinfton, p.
; Intelligencer, 12 Jan
63; Cong Globe, 370, 1s, 3 Aug6l, p.20, and 370, 2s, 10 Dec 61, p. 17;
Pres Message to Co~, H Ex Doc 1, 370, 2s, 3 Dec 61, p. 12, Ser 1117.
7 Petitions, S39A-H3, 14 May, 11 Jun 66; 22!lt Globe, 39C, 1s, Ii Jul f-..6,
pp. 3577-81, and 40C, lS, 16 Jul 68, P• 5093; ltr, John Pickett to Charles T.
Helm, 14 Apr 66, Letterbook, 1861-67 (Ms, L.C.).
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still a 57.8 percent increase over 1860. A careful reading of the report,
to be sure, indicated only 89,451 persons intending permanent residence,
of 'Jhom over a third were Negroes and thus, in the view of white businessmen, not assets. 8 Prospects nevertheless looked brighter., and judicious
advertising might helpo
The first need, Washingtonians had long declared, was better trans.

port, more railroads to link the District to the rest of the oountry and
toll-free wagon roads between city and oounty.

Ferries still plied

regularly between Washington and Alexandria, and the railroad tracks laid
during the war still crossed the Long Bridge into northern Virginia, but
as long as the Baltimore&. Ohio was the only railroad connecting the
District with the North and the rapidly growing West, the capital was
isolated.

In ending this isolatio~, the first step was the chartering in

1865 of the Metropolitan Branch of the B &. O: the new route into western
Maryland would reduce by some forty miles the distance by rail to the
Ohio Valley.

The city councils considered the line so important that they

talked of investing t500,000 in bonds to hasten construction, a proposal
that lapsed for the very good reason that the municipality had neither
credit nor cash to invest.

But al~ Washington thought it a great event

when in 1869 the first train to run as far as Silver Springs made the six
miles easily in eighteen minutes.
was

The gradual elimination of toll roads

another source of gratificationi proprietors could no lo~er exact a

fee for every carriage passing the gates to drive out to the Catholic
cemetery and for every wagon carting farm produce into the city.

6 Spec
Council,

R~t Comr Education, i871, •• 255,
1, p. 34.
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; Journal 65th
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all, in 1868 the Baltimore & Potomac Railroad, an affiliate of the powerful
Pennsylvania, began building a "branch" line to enter Washi~ton from the
northeast, and in 1870 Congress authorized the company to carry its tracks
over the Long Bridge to connect wi tl"i Virginia railroads. When this was
accomplished t he Baltimore & Ohio's thirty-five-year monopolY in the District
would end.9
While waiting for the competing railroad to reach the city, leading
bus1nes611len conceived a plan of advertising Washington by holding a world's
fair in the capital in 1871.

An international expoai tion, the .first in the

United States, should draw a stream of visitors and give Washington a name
.for enterprise.
the .fair.

Enthusiastic citizens subscribed some S2,0CXJ,OOO to .finance

It needed oniy the blessing of Congress.

Congress refused to

endorse the scheme, partlY because it might involve government spending, and
partly because members of House and. Senate believed the undertaking would
prove a dismal failure in so backward a city.

"The idea of inviting the

world to see this town, with its want of railroads and its mudey streets,"
declared Senator Stewart of Nevada,. "seems to me altogether out of the
queetion. nlO RuefullY Washington had to watch Philadelphia launch the
first American exposition in 1876.
Industrial growth was another goal of Washington's promoters.

In

9 Sund& Chronicle, 2 Nov 63; Stor 14 Feb 69, 23 Feb 76; Journal
62nd Council 1 13 Mar 65, p. 3; H Rpt ~ l e , 2s, l Apr 70, Ser U37;
H Rpt 36, 4lC, JS, 16 Feb 71, Ser 1464; H,W, Schotter, The Growth and
Development 2f ~ Pennsylvania Rai:i.road Compw, pp. 8~7; WilliiiinB.
Wilson, History o f ~ Pennsylvania Railroad Compw, I, 33.3-409 ~ Globe,
ul.C, JS, 17 Feb 71, PP• 1370-71.
10 ~ Globe, u1c, 2s, 22 Dec 69, PP• 30.3-~t and 18 Feb 70,
pp. 1394-96;~5 Rpt 298, ulC, JS, 19 Jan 71, Ser 141.13.
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the sununer of 1869 the city councils appointed a committee to investigate
methods of attracting investment capital.

"Washington, 11 the fonnal resolution

read, "possesses a good hRrbor, a fine, healtey climate, md has in and about
it water power unsurpassed, which, with its geographical position, (lying
close to the grain and cotton growi'iig districts of the South) should make
it one of the leading commercial and manufacturing cities of the country.nil
The

~

carried the campaign further:

"That the water power of the Potomac, now running to waste at
our doors, will be utilized before many years there can be no doubt.

The

manufacturers of the north are even now obliged to eke out their water
supply by expensive purchases of lake lands, hundreds of miles trwey from
their lllills •• ••

But cannot we develop the desired conswnmation?

"Instead of waiting for northern capitalists to take the thing
in hand, let us develop our own Spragues, Browns, Hille and Bateses. Our
citizens have shown the ability to subscribe a million or two of dollars
for an international exposition,

This same amount put into manufacturing

enterprises would create a means of oernanent prosperity for the District
of Columbia, and we would suggest that if the exposition enterprises
should be nipped in the bud through the failure of Congress to give a
proper charter, the money subscribed for it, or an equivalent subscription
be devoted to the noble work of starting a line of factories on the Potomac.

An:, doien, or score, or fifty or hundred gentle men who would undertake this

work may count on an honorable immortality as the creators of a s1>lfrespecting independent eXietence for the people of Washington 0 1112
ll Journal 67th Council, 2 Aug 69, PP• 219-20.
12 ~ • 21 Feb 70.
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In 1870, although Washington factories equipped with power-driven
machinery nlllllbered only

37, an increase of but three in a decade, the

federal decennial census indicated larger capital reaources in the community
than people had supposed:

personal property valued at more than $53,000,000,

and real property worth over $60,000,000.

Riggs and Company,which for years

had accepted Washi~ton municipal bonds as security for loans, might now see
fit to finance large-scale industrial enterprise.

w.

W, Corcoran, his

Southern sympathies forgiven, might be persuaded to add practical beneficences to his charitable and cultural gifts to the city; industrial

investment might enhance the value of hie real estate holdinga.13
But before the d~ of electric power transmission lines any plan
of bringing into Washington power generated at the Great Falls presented
enol'IIIOUS difficulties.

Factories lining the Potomac from the Chain Bridge

to Easby 1 s Point, if practicable or profitable for Georgetown, would
scarcely benefit her neighbor at ail, and the cost of piping water sufficient
to turn factory wheels farther downstreS!ll discouraged the most intrepid
investor.

The rights of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company, the United

States' control of the aqueduct and, finally, lack of a corps of skilled
labor compounded the complications.

Neither a dozen, nor a score, nor a

hundred gentlemen came forward to put the plan into effect.
While citizens, because of circumstance and long habit, postponed
vigorous action in the purely economic realm, their response to new social
and political pressures was as prompt as it was ineffectual.

Not all, but

certainly a great maey-, white householders had watched with anxiety the
13 See Ch VII, n,
; Journal ~ Council, 20 Mar 65, pp. 2-3;
Ninth Census Enumerators• Returns, Social Statistics, Washington, See
Ch VII. n.
•
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increase of the black population of Washington and Georgetown.

From the

35

15 percent of 186o, the tree colored population had grown to nearly

percent by the end of the war, and the help the Freedmen' s Bureau gave to
Negroes persuaded whites to anticipate a still larger invasion.~ The
Freedmen's Bureau would not last forever, the burden of caring for help·less colored people would then fall upon local taxpayers:

ex-slaves who

had worked as field hands were ill-suited
to most city jobs, least of all
,

to the type of skilled industrial work Washingtonians vaguely hoped to
create.

In the autumn of

1865,

however, this consideration was minor.

People were far more afraid that Congress was about to force upon the
District full racial equality, political and social, as well as economic.
And in a community where the conviction predominated that the Negro race
was inherently and unalterably inferior, the fear was well-founded.

Even

staunch Republicans like Lewis Cl.ephane, Washington's first war-time
postmaster, were uneaay.

All Washington knew that a bill would shortly

come before Congress proposing suffrage for Negroes in local elections.
In November a committee of the Coll!l11on Council voiced the city's official

view,
"The white man, being the superior race, must rule the black,
in harmony w.!.th Providence, Wh;r we are white and superior, he black and
inferior, are 111atters beyond our comprehension.

The

~

remains.

Our

civil and Christian duty is to determine how much privilege the negro can
be conceded.

To do this, a comparison w1 th the white race under like

iL Eighth Census, Population, pp. 616-19. The 1865 figure is computed by subtracting an estimated number of Negroes who left the District
between 1865 and 1867 from the number given in the 1867 census. See Spec
Rpt ~ 'Education, 1871, p . 27-28.
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CirClll!lstances will reveal the negro•s ability.

It took the Briton 1 1 000

years to emerge from a ha11'-c1Vilized state to the point where he can
exercize his franchise.

How long will it take the black, arrived from

.Africa onl,y two hundred years ago?

By a mixture of blood many of the

colored have increased in intellige_nce.

These, with a ffllf of the more

favored, are, in some instances better qualified to vote than white.

This

is the exception, however, not the rule.
"Intelligence and property are usually considered, among whites,
requisites tor voting.

If so, onl,y one in a hundred grown-up negroee can

read or write, while their claim to government through property is insufficient .
11

More forcible reasons can be advanced for wolll8n 1 s suffrage • •••

The argument that unlettered aliens are permitted to vote, who have lesser
qualifications than negroes, can be answered l:\Y stating that the leading
citizens of society are descendants, often, in the first generation of
these aliens, whereas nowhere in society can you see a descendant of any
generation, of negroes holding an equal place in sooiety•• •••
"If the negro does not like the social order, let him leave the
country.

Already, he is resented by white laborers because of the compe-

tition he represents in this city.

To give hin the vote would be a

pretext £or a collision."lS
A more temperate resolution met with little approval:

"That we are

not opposed to granting the right of eu££rage to colored men simply because
they ~ colored !!!2!!• but that we believe the safety of our free institutions

is

Journal~ Council, 6 Nov 65, pp. 313- 16.

•
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demands that the elective franchise should only be granted to men who can

read or write" or to those who, "without regard~ color" possess mental and
moral qualificataons acceptable to: an enlightened public. 16

When a month later Charles Sumner, that impassioned defender of the
Negro, presented his franchise bill in the Senate, feeling was running high
in the District.

Some 2500 Negroes headed by John F. Cook, son of the

educator, petitioned Congress to enact the bill; Mayor Wallach immediately
and reported only 573 taxp~ers among the signers.
checked the names on the list
.
. · The
•
President of the Board of Aldermen., in answer to the frequently heard Negro
argument that colored men who had served in the al"l!zy' had every right to
vote, declared that the first colored regiment of the District had been
recruited not by voluntary enlistment but bv kidnapping carried on by
Negroes.

11

0f the Negroes residing here in 1861 and 1862, •••• not one

hundred entered the service of the United States, but those who did go were
refugees and contrabands who came here to seek bread and who were taken
possession of by men of their own ~color, and sold into the service of the
United states. 1117 In mid-December .Washington and Georgetown each conducted
a referendum.

In Washington the outcome was 6591 against,

suffrage, in Georgetown

465

against, no one in favor.

and some citizens labelled it unrepresentative.

35 for, Negro

The vote was small,

Sayles J. Bowen, for

example, poetmaater of Washington and later mqor, believed the referendwn
improper because the assessors registered only the people they wished to
see vote; "experience has proved that a fair election cannot be held in

16 Ibid., P• 318•

-

17 Journal 63rd Council, lu Dec 65, P• 380; Intelligencer, 18 Dec 65.
Journal 65th Council, 6 Jun 67, P• 9.
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thie city. 11

And the Star fu+minated:

election doubtless received

many

"The ballot box at the special

ballote from fingers that pulled rebel

triggers. 1118
While the Senate, oucupied with other phases of reconstruction,
dels;yed its discussion of the bill, the House debate began in January 1866.
A l!linority protested the proposal as a tyrannical imposition upon an unwilling

people.

Thomas of Maryland, pointing out that he himself had worked and
Congressroen from
voted for emancipation in Maryland, argued that/northern states, where
census figures showed the proportion of Negroes S111all, should not legislate
upon a problem with which they had had no first-hand experience.19 But
the abolitionist wing of the 39th _Congress and men of more political acumen
than principle held the noor.

A

speech of George Julian of Indiana, an

idealist, a proponent of woman suffrage, a land reformer and ordinarily a
man of sound judgment, revealed the temper of the radicals:

After listing

the many Virtues of the District Negroes who, he asserted, owned property
worth "at least $1,225,000", supported twenty-one ch,u-ches, twenty Sabbath
schools and thirty benevolent and civic organizations, and had furnished
three full regiments to the Union

Army

and 6o to 70 percent of the men for

the drafts, Julian concluded:
"I have argued that the ballot should be given to the negroes as
a matter of justice to them.

It should likewise be done as a matter of

retributive justice to the slaveholders and rebels.

18 §i!!:, 23
15

Dec

Dec

65; Chronicl~, 16

Dec

According to the

65.

l9 9.2!!:& Globe, 390, 1S, 16 Jan 66, pp. 221-263; H Rpt 2, 39C, l S.
Ser 1272.
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best information I can obtain, a very large majority of the white people
of this District have been rebels in heart during the war, and are rebels
in heart still.

That contempt for the negro and scorn of free industry

which constituted the mainspring of the rebellion cropped out here during
the war in every form that was possible under the immediate shadow of the
central Government.

Meaner rebels than many 1n this Di.strict could

scarcely have been found in the whole land. . ...

Congress in this District

has the power to punish by aallot;and there will be a beautiful, poetic
justice in the exercise of this power ••••
it with horror.

The rebels here will recoil fro~

Some of the worst of them, sooner than submit to black

suffrage, will doubtless leave the District, and thus render it an unspeakable
service.

To be voted down by Yankee and negro ballots will seem to them

an intolerable grievance, and this is among the excellent reasons why I am

in favor of it •• ,.
negroes are

Not shall I stop to inquire very critically whether the

fil to vote,

As between themselves and white rebels, who deserve

to be hung, they are eminently fit, 11 20
In the Senate a counter proposal, amendments to the original bill
and the excessive heat of that June of 1866 combined to delay action,

Lot

Morrill of Maine wished precedence for consideration of a bill revoking the

..

city charters, returning their powers to Congress and thus eliminating all
suffrage, both white and black, in•the District,

Senator Hendricks wanted

an early adjournment, in order to get out of "this hot-house,"

Senator

Hale of New Hampshire and several supporters urged a literacy qualificatj.on
for every male except taxpayers and returned soldiers, but when 19 nays
20

~

Globe, 39C, 1s, 16 Jan 66, pp. 256-59.
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to 15 yeas killed that amendment, political finesse postponed further
debate; a pocket veto would have been inconvenient.

In December the bill

for unrestricted manhood suffrage went through quickly.

President Johnson

vetoed it in a message p:ronouncing the act pr8lllature and,in view of local
sentiJllent, unjust; m~ of the men who voted for Negro enfranchisement here
would not have advocated it at home.

Connecticut, Minnesota and Wisconsin

had already refused to let colored men vote, and Kansas, Ohio and Michigan
would soon form{l it.

But a majority in Congress looked upon Andrew Johnson

as an intolerable obstructionist.

day after it reached Capitol Hill.

House md Senate overrode the veto the
A by-product of the struggle was

shelving of the President's proposal to give the District representation
in Congress. 21
Omission of a literacy qualification from the suffrage act threatened
the District cities with several thousand new voters who, if delighted at
the prospect of sharing white men 1 s political privileges, still were lfholl.Y
unfamiliar with the obligations of citizenship.

At least two thirds of

the colored men in the District had been slaves only three or four years
before, as slaves denied education, and as freedmen little better able to
care for themselves than as slaves.

Small wonder that intelligent white

women at times marvelled at the vagaries of Congress which enfranchised the
ignorant male contraband and refused the educated white woman a vote.

What-

ever people's feelings toward Negroes, sounder reasons than shel!'r social
prejudice seemed to justify forebodings about Washington's and Georgetown's
future.

During the spring of 1867 some 9800 white men and 8200 colored men

21 Ibid., 39c, 1s, 27 Jun 66, pp. 3191, 3432, and 39c, 2s, Dec 66, p. 9;
Pres Message to Cong, H Ex Doc 1, J9C, 2S, p.
Ser 1281.
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registered to vote 1n Washington's l1lllnicipal election.22 Yet contrary to
gloomy expectations, colored voters, guided by Negro leadere in Washington
and Georgetown, displayed political discretion; not until 1868 dl.d they
elect Negroes to office.
On the other hand, neither Congressional law nor the efforts of
educated Negroes could greatly ligh_ten the il!lmediate miseries of freed'l!en .
Ill-prepared to earn a living in a competitive world, contrabands 'Who had
had jobs of sorts during the war found themselves out of work when the army
demobilized, the corrals emptied and the military hospi tale closed.

The

Freedmen's Bureau during 1865 turned army barracks into tenements for about
350 flllllilies, issued weekly rations of food and fuel, aid now and again found
jobs for some of the able-bodied, but need constantly outran what the Bureau
could supply. Relief societies and individuals contributed food, clothing,
medfcines and even rudimentary lessons in housekeeping. The Association
for the Relief of Destitute Colored Women and Children found homes in the
North for a few contraband orphans and, after the official pardon of the
rebel whose Georgetown house had served as the orphanage during the war,
the society moved its charges to a farm in the county near Kendall Green.
Yet in spite of all efforts, unemployed or unemployable freedmen in Washington and Georgetown continued to live and to die in desperate want,

In eleven

months the new Freedmen's Hospital. treated 22,798 Negroes and boasted of
cuttil'€ the death rate among patients to less than four per hundred. 23 But
22 Eignth Census, 186o, Population, pp. 620-23; see table p. 88 ;
Bryan, National Capital, II, 563, n. 3.
23 Rpt Freedmen's Bur, 3 Mer - 30 Sep 65, HEX Doc 11, 39C, 1S, pp.
16-39, Ser 1255; Rpt Asst Comr Freedmen's Bureau, S Ex Doc 6, 39C, 2S, 22
Oct 67, p, 36, Ser 1276; Petition, 24 Jan 66, S39A-H3; S Mis Doc 1.4, J9C,
2s, Ser 1278; Rpt Gen o.o. Howard, 22 Oct 66, S39A-HJ (Legis, NA).
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a member of Waehington's Co11111on Council, professedly quoting official
records, declared that "of these people who have migrated to this District
between the first of January 1862 and the first of January 1866, more
than a third are already in their graves. 11 24
Thousands of freedmen lived in utmost squalor.

Some of them occupied

hovels near the r iver below L Street, others crowded into the blocks just
east of the Capitol, or in "Adams _shanties" near the city limits, or in
"Fredericksburg" on Rhode Island avenue, where in 1866 213 persona lived
in a space 200 feet square.

Still more notorious was "Murder Bay", a

swampy stretch south of the Treasury near the Washington canal on land
of Collllllerce and of
where the buildings of the Departments / Labor would later stand. "Here
crime, filth and poverty," reported the Superintendent of the Metropolit..n
Police, "seem to vie with each other in a career of degradation and death.
Whole families •••• are crowded into-mere apologies for shanties••••

During

stonne of rain or snow their roofs afford but slight protection, while
ft'om beneath a few rough boards used for floors, the mia.•,matic effluvia
from the moat disgustingly filthy and stagnant water. . . • renders the atmosphere within these hovels stifling and sickening in the extreme. . ..

In a

space about fifty yards square I found about one hundred families, composed
of from three to ten persons each, • ,living in shanties one story high... .
and from five to eight dollars per month are paid for the rent of these
shanties except • •• where a ground rent of three dollars per month is paid
for a few square feet-- there some of the more enterprisj.ng have erected
cabins of their own.

There are no proper privy accommodations •••

24 Journal 65th Council, 6 Jun 67, pp, 7lla27.

Nor can

•

8.3
the sanitary laws be properly enforced against delinquents, for they have
no means wherewith to pay fines and. a commit.n.ent to the workhouse is no
punishment.« 2S An officer of the Freedmen's Bureau spent four months and
used 1,000 barrels of lime in whitewashing freedmen's quarters, but disinfectant, though forestalling city-wide epidemics of typhoid and dysentery,
ended neither overcrowding nor unsanitary living conditions.

The once

hal.f-8lllpty sprawling city of "magnificent distances" had suddenly acquired
slums as horrifying as those of New York.26
•

The federal government tried various ways of helping freedmen to
help themselves. Men in charge of the Freedmen's Bureau employment officG
attempted to persuade former field hands to take jobs that farm labo
acking money for travel
shortages in other parts 01' the country opened to them, u most o
somehow managed to
refused to move from the District, or, ii' they le!'t,/returno
Even when
the Bureau threatened to strike from the relief rolls the names of those
who balked at settling on the farml_snds across the Eastern Branch, freedmen
stayed on, trusting the government which had given th811l freedom to watch
over them now.

Indeed, so far from an exodus out of the District, d>i:ring

1866 and 1867 a fresh influx of freedmen poured in. When the Negro suffrage
act passed, colored men considered the privilege of voting worth the price
of unemployment.
25

Congress meanwhile authorized the conversion of additional

~ Globe, .39c, 1s, 2011.ar 66, pp. 1507-08.

26 Seen. 24; Rpt, Asst Comr Freedmen's Bureau, 22 Oct 66, S Ex Doc 6,
J9C, lS, Ser 1276; H Ex Doc 147, 41c, 2S, 18 Feb 70, Ser 1417; ltr, J.N.
Vandenburgh to Freedmen's Bureau, 20 Oct 66, RG lOS, 224 Box 77 (War Dept.,
NA). Unless otherwise noted all Freedmen's Bureau correspondence cited is
in the War Dept section of the National Archives, and all references to the
Freedmen's Bureau are given as F.B. Ltrs, W.W. Rogers, Adj Gen, to Lt. Col.
S.M. Beebe, local Supt, 1 Apr 67, and C.H. Howard, Asst Comr F.B., to Anna
Lowell, 4 Apr 67, RG 105, 222, No. 8 9 and 10, and to Sayles J. Bowen, 14
Jul 68.
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government-owned buildings into low rental tenements where freedllen of
"good character" might live, but the new housing helped very little. 27
"Good character" meant to Bureau officials people who would pay their
rent pranpt:cy, keep their homes olean and live by the moral code of
whites.

"No persone professing to be husband and wife," read one regula-

tion, "will bG permitted to occupy a tenement until they give satisfactory
proof of lawful marriage. 11 28 Freedmen without jobs could not pay their
rent, families ignorant of the most elementary principles of hygiene soon
turned their tenements into sh81!1blea of filth, and former slaves who understood cohabitation rare'.cy understood the legal formalities of marriage.
Patient teaching and opportunities to earn a liVing manifest'.cy offered the
on'.cy we;y out of the wilderness through which, Henry Ward Beecher declared,
all must pass "who travel from the Egypt of ignorance to the promised land
of civilization.n 29 Congress realized that an adequate colored school
system would hasten that journey. Me;yor Wallach at the end of the war had
announced Washington's readiness to remit to the Trustees of the Colored
Schools the entire amount Negroes paid year'.cy in taxes but stated flatly
that the o:!.ty could not do more and still support "the thousands of colored
27 Rpts, Asst Coror F.B., s Ex Doc 27, 39C, 1s, 5 Dec 65, pp. 151-55,
Ser 1238, and S Ex Doc 6, 39C, 2s, 22 Oct 67, pp. 35-42, Ser 1276; ltr F.B.
to Supt. o.s.B. Wall, 24 Jul 68, RGl05, 222 No, 10; ltr, J.W. Bushong, head
"Intelligence Office, to F.B., 10 Oct 65, RO 105, 224, Box 77; ltrs, S.N.
Clark, Asst Adj Gen, to F.B., 10 Nov 67, to Democratic Editor, Rochester,
N.Y., 21 Mar 68, and to J.W. Vandenburgh, 2 Apr 68, RG 105, 222, nos. 8,
10, 53.
28

Ltr, s.N. Clark to Rev Roberts, in charge of .freedmen's tenements,
27 Mar 66, and to F.B., 1 Oct 66, RO 105, 222, no 7; Rpt, 1867, RO 105, 222,
no. 30.
29

,

Seen. 240
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forced upon the city by the General Government. "
of the clear intent of the law

His legalistic evasions

ot 1864 had prevented

the oolored schools

.from getting IIIOl'e than a part of the money due them, and Georgetown bad
kept her payments to token sums.30 In the slll!111er of 1866, consequently,
Congress had authorized the use of empty UTrf3 barracks as Nsgro schoolrooms,
appropriated t-10,000 fo~ building schoolhouses for colored children in the
county, given three lots for a similar puroose in Washington and empowered
the Trustees to eue the cities for the principal and 10 percent interest on
the money owing them then or whenever arrearages occurred,

But despite

the new law and the openly expressed wish of some. officials to have the
cities compzy, both corporations still procrastinated,

The Washington Col7D1lon

Council toyed with a plan of p¢ng over the money for the colorell schools
only after all bills for white schools had been met,31 for, one councilman
averred, records of the Freedmen1 s Bureau showed nearzy a third of all District
children to be Negro, while the value of colored-owned property was but a
seventieth of white and brought in "very little in excess of a s11111 sufficient
to meet the burdens their presence imposes upon eociety here. 11 32 Georgetown
behaved equalzy badzy.

The counci),_s chosen in the first Washington election

in which Negroes voted debated from June till December 1867 before they
agreed to Pllil' the Trustees of Colored Schools $34,000 of arrearsJ the Trustees had claimed $51,000 due.33

.30 Journal 6Jrd Council, 16 Jul, Pl>• 70-71, 11 Sep 65, pp. 182-89.
31 Spec fu>~ Comr Educatton, 1871, pp. 25'9-6o; Journal 61.ith Council,
10 Dec 66, pp. Tio-78;17 Dec 66, ? • 395; 21 Jan 67, PP• 432-33.
32 ~ . , 28 Jan 67, pp. 442-43.
33 Journal 65th Council, 24 Jun 67, p . 14; 16 Sep 67, pp. 250-53; 21
Oct 67, PP• 313-15; 23 Dec 67, PP• 422-241 Petition, SJ9A-E4, 19 Jan 67.
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Hope of extracting federal aid for white schools aa well aa colored
partly eXDlains these delaying tact:ics. The chain of rellllOning apparently
ran thus: the Di.strict has no spokesman in

Congress;

therefore only constant

agitation keeps local problems before the national legislature; once the
cities accept the colored school laws, the issue will die, inasmuch as
neltcomers in Congress, unfaniliar with District history and present troubles,
are unlikely to bother with revisions of legislation of no national significance.

Anger, unfortunately, warped citizens• judgment about how to

proceed. George Julian's speech orf Negro enfranchisement BUggested the
punitive character of recent laws for the Di.strict, laws seemingly springing
from belief in the wickedness of local people whose anti-Negro sentiment,
rooted in the doctrine of white supremacy, proved them all rebels. The
pleas for moderation repeated by men who believed in Negro rights and in
the wisdom of cooperating With Congress consequently fell on deaf ears;
indignation got the upper hand in this struggle for federal aid.34
as bait
By

using Vinegar instead of honey,( city officials merely heightened

Congressional ill-will. One councilman bitterly characterized the authors
of the District school laws as "locomotive philanthropists," wealtey men
seeking national distinction who displayed no interest in the welfare of the
ignorant, impoverished children of communities in their

01m

states. Washing-

ton, he contended, spent more than aey other Amerioon city for schools, 20
percent of her annual income, wher&as New York spent but 8 percent.

Four

thousand government clerks in Washington who had children to educate added
a burden Congress should share.JS "And while in its zeal for public
34 Journal 6Jrd Council, 28 Aug 65, pp. 146; Journal 65th Council,
24 Jun 67, P• 14.
35 Journal 6'1d :Ouncil, 5 Feb 66, Appendix; Journal 64th Council,
22 Jun 66, pp. 412- 7; Journal 65th Council, 18 Nay 68, pp.OOJ,-09.
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eduoation," declared Mayor Wallach,

11

i t [Congress) has granted • •• to states

and other territories, 78,130,000 acres of public land, which ••• would
yield the enormous sum of $97,662,500, to the District of Columbia, which
is supposed to be under the fostering care of the general government ••••
and whose people it cow inordinately taxes to educate the thousands of
contrabands allured to this 'paradise of freedmen' by the temptation to
indolence offered by the gratuites_of the Freedmen's Bureau, it has never
given a foot of public land or a dollar of money.n36 There was enough truth
in this statement to make it peculiarly unpalatable.
In refusing the demands of the colored school trustees, before
November 1867 both cities had the justification of faulty census data on
the nlllllbers of white children and black, the legal basis fv~

division

of 1\mds. Because the figures of 186o were clearly inapplicable to the
post.war District, the mayors of Washington anrt Georgetown, the federal Commissioner of Education, and the president of the county Levy Court jointly
requested a special census calculated to show "the wants of the local government.11

Congress approved, though it made no appropriation to cover the

expenses.

Directed With scrupulous care by an experienced investigator and

statist:i.cian, the census turned into far more than an enumeration of school
children.

The final report, ~ to more than 800 closely printed pages,

included comparative data on public schools in Europe and in other American
cities, a history of education in the District since its beginning, and a
wealth of detailed information ranging from analyses of occupations to tables

36

Journal 65th Council,

24

Jun 67, pp. 28-JO.
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showing where residents voted - altogether a far more exhaustive compila,.
tion of facts and figures on social conditions than aey decennial census
before or after ever assembled.

Though the full report did not appear in

print until 1871, school trustees and other officials quickly had available
to them the most 1Jnmediately pertinent data:37
Washington

Georgetown

County

Total Population

lo6,052

ll,793

9,U.5

126,990

White Population

74,ll5

8,509

5,703

8~,327

Colored Population

31,937

3,284

3,442

38,663

White children bet.
ages 6 and 18

17,801

2,152

1,494

21,447

8,401

894

951

10, 246

Colored children
6 to 18

% Negro children of
all children

47.

:

41.07

63.26

Total

47.77

Av Attendance in white

public schools

4,531

363

356

5,349

Av attendance in
colored public schools 2,415

333

323

3,071

Av attendance white
private schools

4,717

635

3,3.52

232

--o

232

Av attendance colored
private schools

%white children in

pub school of total
white children

26.01

16.8

23. 8

28.7

37;24

33.9

% Negro children in
pub school of total
no. Negro children

37 Spec Rpt Comr Education, 1871, pp. 5-9, 15-76, The figures on
illiteracy of persons over fifteen years of age are computed from the tables
listing the number of inhabitants of' every age between one and twenty-one,
and froin the total illiteracy figures given on PP•

•

89
Teachers, white pub
schools

89

8

8·

105

Teachers, Negro pub
schools

49

8

1

64

%illiteracy 8l!IOng
whites over 15 yrs.

3.07

%illiteracy

among
Negroes over 15 yrs.

41.18

Here were incontestable figures.

Georgetown imlnediately paid over to the

colored schools their share of the funds, while Washington, however grudgingly,
paid eventually.38
Of the startling facts the special census brought to light perhaps
none was 1J10re surprising than the evidence that a larger percentage of colored
children than of white were attendi-ng the public schools.
in the District had made remarkable progress.

Negro education

In 1867 illiteracy mnong

Negroes over fifteen years of age was astonishingly low, astonishing because
at least 6o percent of the colored population had come since 1861, most of
the newcomers contrabands from Southern states where law forbade the education
of slaves.

Yet instead of 75 to 80 percent illiteracy, two years after the

war only 41 percent of all Negro adults were unable to read. For this extraordinary achievement the Freedmen's Aid societies and the federal Freedmen's
Btn-eau could claim most of the credit; they had supplied most of the teachers
and kept interest in t,he school crusade alive in the North.

By January

1866 a hund~ed men and women were teaching about $600 colored children in
fifty-four day schools, twenty-five Sabbath schools had enrolled over 2300

•

.38 Journal 66th Council, 1 Feb 69, p. 543, 8 Feb 69, pp. 558-6o,
15 Mar 69, p. 629;""Riit Trustees Colored Schools, S Ex Doc 20, 400, JS, 31
Dec 70, PP• 4-5, Ser 1440) 4th Rpt F.B., 10 Oct 68, p. 10, in Docs ielatiI)g
!:2. Freedmen (Howard Univ). -
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pupils, and another 500 pupils were attending the "eight or ten self-supporting schools taught by colored teachers. " Six months later the Freedmen's Bureau reported 10,000 Negroes receiving some instruction.39
But after 1868, 'When all but- one group of Northern philanthropists
withdrew t heir aid, the program moved forward slowly.

In 1870 about 3,000

colored children were regularly attending the public schools in Washington
and Georgetown, but there were no longer classes for adults and in the
entire District but sixty-six cl2sses for children,

Besides restricted

budgets, inadequate equipment and the r el uctance of white people to have
Negro schoolhouses built in their neighborhoods, Trustees and superintendents
had to oontend with ignorant, sometimes unco-operative parents, incompetent,
badly trained Negro teachers and bored, undisciplined children,

George F.

Cook, the first Negro to be made oolored school superintendent, took charge
in 1868.

That year the Secretary of the Interior anpointed a Negro to the

Board of Trustees and in 1870 a second.

White or black, all the Trustees

deplored the shortcomings of the achool system.

Tardiness, they reported,

was nearly universal, perhaps because most colored families had no way of
telling -time,

Attendance records were equally discouraging, in 1870 averaging

only 84 percent of enrollment.

Pupils in the private colored schools learned

nothing beyond the ABC 1 s, Wor st of all, though attendance was compulsory,
the Negro schools were reaching few more than a third of the colored chil dren
of school age 0 40
39 Rpt Trustees Colored Schools, S Ex Doc $6, 41C, 3S, 3 Mar 69, Ser
1360; Williston Lofton, "The Development ot Public Education for Negroes in
Washington, D, C, , a Study of Separate but Equal Accomodations, 11 pp. 143-44
(Ms Dissertation, American Univ) .

4o Rpt Trustees Colored Schools S Ex Doc 20, 41C, 3S, 31 l!lec 70, PP•
1- 18, Ser 1440; Rpt Supt Schools Washington, 1870, H Rpt --, 42C, lS, p.
$4$, Ser 1590.
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Since public schools for colored children were an innovation in
the District of the 186o•s, Negro leaders, anticipating trouble in mixed
schools, at first made no move for integration. They welcomed the founding
of Howard University in 1866, the first south of the Mason-Dixon line to
enroll students of both races, but, though Congress made an annual appropriation, the college was only a quasi-public institution, supported in part
by students• fees - $3 a term - and_ by the gifts of its founders, General

o.o.

Howard, head of the Freedmen's Bureau, and some of his friends.

Colored

people well knew that Howard University, landmark in Negro educlltion though
it was, would be unlikely to open the way to mixed primary and gr=ar
schools 1n the District.41 But in Congress plans for mixed schools were in
the making some time before Negroes voiced their interest publicly. The
men ureparing the special census report of 1867 had seized the opuortunity
to cite evidence of the advantages ·or school integration:

Chicago had tried

segregation in 1864-65, only to find it a failure and to return to a single
school system.

"All the difficulty with the children of color has disappeared,

except such as may be common to all children who have had no better advantages than themselves. 11 42 Perhaps considering administration an entering
wedge, in 1869 Congress passed a bill merging the white and colored school
bouds; Negroes, feari'ul lest their own schools suffer, persuaded President
Johnson to veto the act.43

41 ROl05, 222, 620, Apuendix F, Abstract of Circular Relative to
Howard University, 1867 (W.D., NA);~ Globe, 39C, 2S, 2 Mar 67, P• 1992.
42 Spec

fu:!1 ~ Education,

1871, p. 343.

43 Cong Globe, 46C, 3S, 13 Feb 69, p. 1164; S Ex Doc
13 Feb 69, Ser 1360.

47, 40C, 35,
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Seven months later a group of white and Negro citizens of Washington's
Fourth Ward threw a bomb-ahell1

they requested a mixed school in their

neighborhood.

The area concerned lay east of North Capitol street beyond

Tiber Creek.

Living in a thinly built up, poor section where the streets

were unusually muddy in winter, the fifty-seven white and twenty-eight
Negro petitioners stressed the benefits to themselves of one school for the
120 to 130 children of both races,
Public Schools approved.

Sever~l aldemen and the Trustees of the

Negro voting had caused no disturbance, colored

men sat on the city councils, and liberals saw no reason now to forbid educating white and colored children together.

Legally the iMovation required

an amendment to a city ordinance, and the city councils took no action.

Yet

that winter saw a mixed school in Washington. 4li
'Why this admirable experimen't failed is uncertain,

shakeup in the School Board, no annual report appeared.

As a result of a
Doubtless to men

who looked upon all Negroes as intrinsically inferior, the mere existence
of an integrated school was a source of annoyance and alarm; the idea might
prove contagious,

It didn't. Ward Four abandoned the plan the next year.

White people deploring racial segregation on principle or because of the
.

extravagance of maintaining two separ&te systems were as impotent to Win
over the cOl!llllUnity as were the Negroes who protested the "depressing effect

G,r segregation] on the min-:ls of colored

children." The Patriot, a local

newspaper managed by James Berret, the conservative deposed Mayor of
Washington, asserted that the ·t.rial of non-segregation had all but wrecked
the school system.

In April 1871, the Trustees of Colored Schools posed the

!i4 Journal 67th Council, 20_Sep 69, pp. 463-69, 29 Nov 69 , PP• 828~29.
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unanswerable question,

"If the fathers are fit to associate, wey are not

the children equally so?11 45 Republicans in Co~e11s in the interim had
endeavored to pass laws prohibiting segregation; one bill stipulating no
•
racial discrimination "in the admi11sion
of pupils to a.ey- cf the schools,"
a second specifying "no distinction on account of race or color, so that

all unmarried youth ••• shall be entitled to and receive equal benefits of
the public schools of their respective districts. 11 46 But each bill died
without coming to a .final vote,leaving the fate of separate or mixed schools
to be settled later.
Throughout the sinies, sch~oling was a matter of deep concern to
only a segment of the District's colored population; to the great mass of
freedmen survival remained the all-important problem.
slowly in people born in eervitude.

But initiative developed

The intelligence to guide them lay

largely in the colored fSlllilies of the District who had grown up in freedOlllo
For while white philanthropists and the Freedmen's Bureau offered help, eatab<liahed Negro families knew that in the long run the responsibility would be
theirs.

They shouldered the burde~ with fortitude.
Negro aristocr~~t.Jt<?W!!'!~!:v
(did not loo1c upon all oolored -people as equals. The di,3tinctions maintained
down into World War II were less those of education. pr,fessional status or
wealth than degree of color.

Unlike the gifted, part-white W.E.B. DuBois,

who came toward the end of his life to prefer black skins, Negroes in Washington and Georgetown put at the top of their social hierarchy people light in

45

3 Apr 71.

S Mis Dox 130, 41c, 2S, 29 Apr 70, Ser 1408; Patriot, 6, 9 Feb,

46 ~ Globe, 41C, JS, 8 Feb 71, pp. 1053-54, and 17 Feb 71, PP•
1365-67.
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color, a sign of the admixture of white blood. The Negro author of a
ncent stuey of Negro participation in the city government of this period
notes meticulously the complexion of each member of the Washington city
councils.

In 1868, when for the first time two coloretl men were elected,

Alderman John F. Cook and Councilman Carter Stewart were both "light. "
During the next two years Stewart, a barber, served as the on!y colored
alderman, Of the seven Negroes elected in 1869 to the 67th Colltl!IOn Council,
three, a caterer, a preacher and a brickmaker, were "black", four were
"light", a government messenger, a •cloak room attendant at the Capitol, and
two laboreres.

The 68th, and last, Common Council included two blacks, a

preacher and a government clerk, and four light men, two of them government
messengers, one a teacher and one .a day laborer.47

B.r the end of the sixties conditions within the Negro community had
bettered in some particulars.

If the report of the reconstituted Boi,rd of

Health is to be trusted, the over-9:?-1 death rate in Washington had dropped
to ]$.30 per thousand, whereas Philadelphia's stood at 19.18, New York's at
, and London's at 24.66.
Bey

Though mortality in localities like Murder

was unquestionably still high, reduction of overcrowding had improved

health in other Negro sections.

During 1868 and 1869 several hundred colored

families had moved across the Eastern Branch to farmlands made available on
easy terms by the Freedmen's Bureau, and probably some falllilies left the

District altogether, As the most able of those who r8Jllained found work, a
number of freedmen salted &WlliY savings with the Freedmen's Savings and Trust

47

W,E,B. DuBois, Dusk to Da1m
; Ada Piper, "Activities of
Negroes in the Terri torial'cioveniment of the District of Columbia, 1871-1877, 11
p. 61 (Ms thesis, Howard Univ) . See also Bryan, National Capital, I I, 559-

6o, n.

•
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Company, now located on Pennsylvania Avenue across from the Treasury in
a tine new building where an affable Negro cashier and elegantly dressed

Negro tellers

gave

colored depositors a sense of security.46

Yet suffering moong freedmen in the District was still widespread.
Indeed, a widely travelled Quaker woman reportedly "found the suffering and
the poverty of the poor of this City in excess of anything she had seen
anywhere else on the face of the globe.» As on Virtually every question

affecting the District, opinion in Congress divided about what to do.

Poor

laws carried over from eighteenth century Maryland offered no solution to

troubles rooted in an unprecedented m:ieration of field hands into an urban
COIIDllunity. Admitting that unemployment was the fundamental difficul·~y and
that local taxp8i}'ers should not have to asBUl!le the entire burden of relief,
the Senate still reached no consensus about whether to embark upon a federal
public works progr!Jlq of laying sewers and paving streets in Washington,as
various petitinners urged, or whether for the moment to vote relief funds
and attempt later to evolve a permanent welfare system "that would send that
population [freedmen_] fro111 this sink of poverty, wretchedness and vice, and
colonize them all over the country, and enable them to get suitable labor.n49
Certainly the urgency of the di stress in the early months of 1670 der'landed
prompt action.
Congress passed an e111ergency act appropriating $30,000 for

46 Journal 68th Council, 27 Jan 70, pp, 16-19; Investigation into
the Freedmen 1 s Bank, H Rpt 502, 490, lS, May 76, pp. 92-93, Ser 1710; Star, •
29 May 67, 15 Oct 69; Baltimore Sun, 30 Sep, 16 Oct 69.
49 Cong Globe, 390, 1s, 20 Apr 66, p. 2052; 390, 2s, 13 Feb 67, p.
1241, and 2 Mar 67, pp. 176S-66; 4oc, 1s, Appendix, 16 Mar 67, p, 4S;_ 4oc,
3S, l Feb 69, p. 776; 41c, 2S, 26 Jan 70, pp. 641-46; S Mis Doc S3, 1.1.lC,
2S, 14 Jun 70, Ser 1406.
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the destitute, and, in order to prevent the funcis from becoming an electioneering weapon in the hands of ci t;y- officials and to guarantee .freed!nen • s
getting the bulk of the benefits, vested responsibility for distributing
relief in the Secretary of War,

The ~ lieutenant put in marge of the

program reported that in a single month charity societies had recommended
for relief 23,221 colored adults and 25,348 colored children, figures which,
even allowing for duplication, would indicate most of the Negro population
of the area in bitter want.

I:cn.~r :::l.ng the probability "that relief has been

denied to some who should have bee!1 aided," Lt. Bridges issued rations and
coal that month to about 161 600 freedmen, and whenever he found jobs for
them "at a distance, ••• they were provisioned to their destination."50
Though business in the North was P:Z:08Pering, in Washington and Georgetown
unemploYIIIBJlt remained,

And always both cities were irked by Congressional

readiness to give freedmen aid while ehowing no concern for needy whites.
At this point Congress tried a new plan of providing federal assistance.

An act chartered the Washington Market Compaey and granted the

corporation a ninety-nine year lease of the site of the old Centre Market
on Pennsylvania avenue between 7th and 9th streets, on condition that
within the next two years the oompaey build a new market house and pay the
city an annual ground rent of $25,000 to be used for poor relief.

Students

of Washington's Ju.story knew that the official plan of the city accepted
by President• s Washington and Adams and approved by Congress in 1798 showed
the very square in question reserved for a public 111arket, and that Congz,ess•
gift now to a private company was somewhat il'llproper.
50 H Ex Doc 57, 31 Doc 70, 5er 1416.

But everyone welc0111ed
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the plan of a fine new building with office space and a large auditorium,
and mayor and councils were pleased at controlling $25,000 yearly, not all
of which need go to Negroee.Sl
Both city governments looke~ upon Negro wants as a federal responsibility; the cities had other troubles.

Neither Washington nor Georgetown,

it is true, epent large sum.a on indigent whites; the federal government, in
its capacity of state government for the District, carried some of that load,
private philanthropy most of the rest. Yearly the federal goverruuent contracted with the Sisters of Providence to care for sick "transient paupers";
in 1868 an appropriation of $30,000 completed the Providence Hospital.

Con-

gress also chartered the Columbia Hospital for Women and ~ng-in Asylum.
Equipped with fifty free beds, twenty of them for the wives, widows and
daughters and soldiers and sailors, the hoapi tal opened in 1866. Its dispensary for out-patients and modest char§es or none for the hospitalized - 810 a week at most -- made this "national charity" a godsend to the oommunity.
Congress annually appropriated funds for the Government Hospital for the
Insane, now coming to be known as St. Elizabeths, a name originally appli!!d
onl:y to the wards for mentally sound wounded soldiers.

In defense of his

institution, t.he head of the hospital periodically felt obliged to explain
that insanity was no more prevalent in the capital than elsewhere and that
many of the inmates of St. Elizabeths were Union soldiers and sailors
unbalanced by the stress of the war.

Occasionally an economy-minded Congress-

man protested giving public money to a private organization like the school

Sl s Rpt 149, 43C, lS, 13 Jun 74, Ser 1587; ltr, Mayor Wallach to
Seo/Int, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1865, pp. 863-69, Ser 1248.
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for the Deaf, Dumb and Bl.ind, but the reports of its directors and its
president, Edward Oallaudet, yearly elicited from Congress t15,ooo,
$201 000 or even as much as $40,000.52 All these institutions, however,
were national i n character; government support of local organizations was
disti nctly thin. Congress gave sparingly to the House of Correction for
Boys which priTate citizens maintained on a farm above Georgetown. Institutions designed to prevent rather than cure juvenile delinquency, undertakings like the Newsboys Home and like the Industrial Home School which
Washington
and give

and Georgetown women opened in 1867 to keep boys off the streets

them vocational training, -got only token aid from the government,

while the Guardian Society struggled along on :meagre funde.

If the Washing-

ton Female Orphan Asylum, first sponsored by Dolly Madison, and the Roman
catholic St. Joseph' e Orphan Asylum fared better, they owed their relative
success to private individuals. The l'llllllicipalities, as formerly, confined
their efforts to

running

the Washington Asylum and the Georgetown Poor House

and doling out fuel every winter to impoverished familiea 0 53

Over other civic needs, the Washington city government all but
despaired. They followed in general outline a pattern grown f81'11iliar during

52

H Ex Doc 10, 41C, 2s, 6 Dec 69, Ser 1h18; H Ex Doc 58, 42C , 3S,
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the war but now etched deeper by diminished prosperity and by the sheer
passage

of tilll8.

Answers depended primarily upon spending more money than

Washington felt she should be expected to raise, not only money for welfare.,
but for school teachers• salaries, for lighting and paVing the inordinately

wide street s and, most imediately urgent, for a city-wide sewerage . system

that, one way or another, would end the health menace of the stagnating
Washingt on canal and the leaky- privies in many parts of the city. Mayor
and councils might tacitly admit t hat the federal government had contributed
liberally to poor reiief and at least something to the school fund, but they
considered the failure of Congress to make appropriations for the expensive
work of modernizing the capital an outrieht breach of faith.

In the fall

of 1865 a l etter from Mayor Wallach to the Secretary of the Int erior
reviewed the historical facts of what the feder al government in the 1790 1 s
had pledged itself to do for the new federal capital in return for title to
most of the land and gave figures .indicating how far sho1-t of redeeming its
promises the government had fallen since 1854.

Secretary of the Interior,

James Harlan, supported Wallach' s contention, and statements of aldenllE!n and
council member s reiterated the theme.54
But inf'+uential senators and representatives illQversed in District
history brushed the argument aside, even after a tabulation compiled from
Treasury records showed that between 1790 and 1870 federal expenditures in

.

t he District for purposes that directly benefitted the community came to
less than $9,000,000; the rest of the $44, 000, 000 had gone int o government

54 Rpt

Sec/Int, 186!>, p. Xld.ii, and ltr Mayor Wallach to Sec/Int,
PP• 8$6-61, Ser 1248; see also n. 34.
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buildings and .federal services.

Yet t.he value of the original proprietors•

gift of lam now stood at 111ore than $100,000,000.55 Unhappily for local
taxpa;rers, the counter argument that it was the presence of the federal
government that had enhanced property values carried weight in Congress,
"

particularly in the House where the majority of members were frequently
less familiar than senators with District problems and failed to perceive
that the presence of the federal government also created proble111s that
would otherwise not have obtainedo

Moreover, in both houses sufficient

anger presisted at the predominant anti- Negro sentiment in the District to
disoourage second attempts to pass measures once defeated.

Radicals con-

tinued to elsborate ancient argumepts about Washington's parasitic do-nothi~
polic:l.es.

A House resolution of 1868 went so far as to propose forcing the

city to install street lights by imposing for the purpose a federal tax to
be collected frorn local property~owners by the Secretary of the Interioro

The Senate rejected the plan but had nothi~ better to offer than an act

authorizillg the city to place the whole cost of gas lamps, like the cost
of paving, upon private property abutting on streets so improved.

Everyone

agreed that something must be done· to Jllake the capital liveable; controver sy
centered upon who was to pe;r for it 0 56
Partly in hopes of bettering relations with the J11en who held the
federal purse strings, in 1868 voters elected Sayles J. Bowan ma.yor of
Washington.

Bowen as a Free-Soiler and Republican of J11any years standi~,

55 H Ex Doc 156,
28 Jan 70, p. 8420

Uc,

2s, 19 Feb 70, Ser 1418;
•

~ Globe, Uc,

2s,

56 ~ Globe, 39C, 1S, 25 Jul 66, p. 4157, 40C, 2St 14 Jul 68, P•
4052, and ~Jul 68, p . 4450; 40C, 3S, 4 Feb 69, pp. 852- 54, 895; Patriot,
16 Apr 710
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a believer 1n equal rights for Negroes and one of the first Trustees of
the Colored Schools, would preslllll8bl,Y be persona grata on Capitol Hill.
But Bowen, handicapped ini~ally .by a protracted fight within the Board
of !ldennen over seating JllSfflbers and, later, by his own injudicious, paru
tisan tactics, succeeded no better than Wallach before hi.Jn in getting
appropriations !or a large scale program of public works.

During his two

years 1n office the city laid fitteen miles of sidewalks and four miles of
sewers, but more than two hundred miles of thoroughfares in the city
remained unpaved and some 250 miles of streets were still without sewers.
Congress, however, lightened the costs of paving, not to be sure, by voting
federal money, but by sanctioning the city's narrowing the streets to a
35-foot carriage way flanked by 35-foot strips of parking and 10-foot sidewalks.

When northwest K street be1;ween 12th and 16th was thus narrowed and

paved, the broad sweeps of parki~ planted with trees and grass gave citizens pleasure even as they remembered how 111uch was still to be done in
other parts of the city.

Bowen was little more successful in eliciting

federal aid for schools than in persuading Congress to pave the avenues.
Yet the census of 1867 proved the validity of the old contention that
Washington's 10,050 taxpayers were bearing the cost of educating the children
of temporary, non.ta,tpaying residents:
city of 20,073 families.

some 13,000 federal employees in a

Under these circU111stances, mayor and councils were

unwilling to increase the school tax, and a .f'und of i110,ooo would not
stretch . to engage additional teachers or ps;y higher salaries.57 The three
57 ~ . 4 F'eb 67; Republican, 16 May 68; Journal ~ Council, 21 Sep
p, 151, 28 Sep 68, P• 165-67; Cong Globe, 4J.C, 2S, 1 Apr 70, p. 2332; ~
'!E!:.. ~Education, 1871, pp.
; Patriot, 22 Nov 70; Rpt Supt Schools, 1870.
H Rpt
, li2c, 1s, p. 545, Ser 1590. See also Sara B. Collins, "Seyles J .
Bowen and District of Columbia Reconstruction", PP• 34-108 (ms thesis,
American University)o
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S's, schools, streets and sewers, like the three fates, remained a trio
or troubles.
To pave most of the streets before laying sewers would be an extra..vagance, regardless or who paid ths bills, and to extend the sewer lines
obviously was folly until Congress and the municipality had settled 'What
to do about the main outlet, the \(ashington canal.

As it stood, that

waterw~ was a disgrace to the capital, but if the eewerage of the entire

city- was to empty L"lto the canal, it must be deepened and its now S0111ehow
controlled to ensure its carrying refuse far out into the river below the
Long Bridge where the current would be strong enough to pl'event backwash
at high tide. In 1866 the city had spent ~75,000 on dredging, using the
muck to fill some 3,000,000 square feet of low land below the White House,
but the Senate Collllllittee on the !listrict declared the deepened canal still
"greatly defid.ent" as a sewer.

Many

people advocated filling the "Stygian

pool" its entire length. Joseph Henry and fellow scientists of the Smith.
sonian held up as a model London's recently completed sewerage system and
argued that since an open sewer running through a city of residences equipped
with water close't,s would alwa,ys be a danger to health, the only safe couraa
to pursue was to arch over the canal, turning it into an undergilound culvert,
and by filling above 1t make valuable land in the heart of the city.

~

engineers, on the other hand, after surveying the possibilities, contendei
that a better plan consisted of extending the Chesapeake and Ohio oanal
by aqueduct over Rock Creek and thence through locks to debouch into the

Washingt.on canal at 17th street, end then giving the deepened Washington
canal single-directional flow north and east to drain into the Eastern

•

103
Branch of the Potomac, a system that would create sufficient current to
scour out the canal d.61.ly.

Admittedly e,ipensive to carry out, that arrange-

ment promised to solve the disposal problem end at the same t:ime provide
power for factories near the Naval

Observatory, make a large ship basin

at 17th street, snd permit canal barges to come through locks into Washington
as the original plans for the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal had intended.

T.he

proposal gained in attractiveness as Washingtonians read of what the Erie

Canal had done for Albany. But Congress, its approval necessary because
federal property abutted upon most of the Washington canal, chose to endorse
the "tidal plan," requiring merely dredging and the installation of tide
gates to regulate flow. When the city was able to let contracts for the work
in the fall of 1870, local taxpayers, upon whom the costs would fall, dared
hope that st last the evil smells of the city would vanish, the periodic
threat of "Russian cholera" disappear and the river front regain its
natural chann.58
Occasions for self-gratulation nevertheless were few in Washington
aa 1870 wore on.

True, Congress was discussing acquiring land for a public

park; inasmuch as over seven and a half million persons had visited New
York's Central Park in 1865, the national capital should have something
similar.

True also, Congress had agreed to pay $200,000 of the i300,ooo

needed for a new jail, had sanctioned the creation of police courts to

58 Rpt
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handle petty offenses, and had recently given a $4,000 lot and unused 81'11\Y
111e88

hall at ncrthwest I and 22nd Streets for a white school.

But there

federal contributions appeared to stop.$9 Co~reas, remembering the tJ,300,000
the government had spent on the aqueduct, decreed that Washington and Georgetown taxpayers unaided were to p,;y. the nearly $$001 000 for a new 36-inch

water main from the distributing r~servoir to Capitol Hill.

Congress,

without increasing the federal appropriation, had added sevent.y men to the
Metropolitan Police force and raised patrolmen•s salaries, a needed but
expeneive measure. The govermnent had taken no steps to build _a reformatory-,
with the result, the Secretary of the Interior declared, that organized bands
of' "young bandits" nourished, who., if convicted and sent to tha "common jail",
merely becmne "more hardened and reckless," and, if not punished, considered
"their dismissal but a license to continue their depredations. "

Congress had

whittled dcr.m the -city's bills for work done on "the public squares and
reservations," yhen, by failing to make the necessary appropriations, forced
the municipality to wait f'or reimbursement, and now was refusing to pq more
than part 6f the costs of repaving the "Avenue," alwqs recognized as federal
property and dS1T1aged during the

wa.r

not by private citizens but by 81'11\Y

wagons.6o Every plan for civic improvements seemed to shatter on the twin
59 QJ< Gen Meigs to Sec/war, 21 Mar 66, St, v. 13, p. $38, 539A"E4
(W.D., N.A.); S Mis Doc 21, 39C, 2S, 13 Feb 67, Ser 1278; ~ Glo~, 39C,
25, 25 Jul 66, Appendix, p. 385, 41C, 2S, Feb 70, PP• 1076-;-f097, ~~02 and,
Appendix, 17 Jun 70, p. 666.
_

6o H Rpt 85, 39C, 1s, 22 Jun 66, Ser 1272; Journal 6~rd C.Ouncil,
29 Jan 66, PP• 418- 25; H Rpt 17, 4oc, 25, 21 Feb 68, Ser 13 7i H Ex Doc
56, hoc, 25, Dec 69, Ser 1h17; H Ex Doc 3.1 Uc, 35, 19 Dec 10; Ser 1h53;
Rpt Sec/Int, 1869, PP•
, Ser Ihlh; ~ Globe 9C 2& 20 Feb 67
pp. 296-98; Patriot, 10 Dec 70, 16 Jtpr 71.
3 c, 1s, Appendix, 23 Jul
pp. 380-81, and
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rocks of Co~Nssional parsimony and 111unicipal poverty.
Bowen, eleoted in belief he could overcOJlle those obstacles, had made
Dt&tters worse; in his determination to relieve UD8!11ploynient, he had hired

bundreda of Negroes to grade and gravel the streets but, unable to get
federal support for his make-work program, had increased by half both the
funded and the floating debt inherited from W8llach 1 s regime.

Amid accusa-

tions of graft on city contracts and charges of corruption in importing
Negroes from the county and Maryland to vote in elections, Bowen went down

in defeat in JU?Je 1870, repudiated even by colored men who had helped put
him in otfice.61

basic problem.

But a clean sweep in the City Hall was no answer to the

The new mayor, Matthew Emery, best known as the mason who

had laid the corner stone of the Washington Monument, was as helpless as
Bowen.

While denounciDg his predecessors for an extravagance that had

acCUll\ulated a funded debt of $1,500,000 and run the noatiDg debt up to
nearly t\900,000, &nary presented his ultimatum:

the tax rate must rise to

$1. 80 per $100, two and a half times the rate of 1863, but high enough to
bring in over a l111llion dollars of revenue; otherwise he would have to

cmcel all work on the streets and !:!Very other public project. 62 The second
course was unthinkable.
Of the forces militating against halting ciVic improvenents, the
most subtle was Washington's renewed fear of losing her status as national .

61 Journal 66th Council, 29 Jun 68, p . 21; Journal 67th Q:>uncil,
26 Jul 69, pp. 179-83, 6 Sep, p • .374, 1 Nov, p. 719, 8 Novlii): 731-37,

15 Nov 69, pp. 772-73; Baltimore Sun, 7 Feb 70.

62 Journal 68th Council, 13 Jun, p . 9, 27 Jun, pp. ll• l4, 25 Jul,

PP• 84-89, 3 Oct 70, pp. 257-59; Patriot, 14, 22 Nov 70.

•

lo6
capital.

Georgetown and the county were also concerned.

That threat, to

be sure, was as old as the War of _1812 and had been heard during the Civil
War; when e.uaneipation for the District wss under discuseion e&rly in

1862, an alderman had advocated the bill as a means of quieting ·agitation
moTing the govemnent elsewhere~
for/
Ai'ter the rebuilding of the Capitol and
the White HolU!e tvo generations before, no. one, however, had taken the
recurrent propo11al.s very seriously until the e:xpiration of Washington's

20-year charter of 1848 drew near.

In the spring of 1868 the vote of

Congress to renew the charter conditionally while the lawmakers eX8111ined
al.ternatives had revived apprehensions.
word had spread:

In the mayoralty campaign the

"A vote for Bowen is a vote to keep the capital in the

District of Columbia."

But anxieties deepened after Grant's election to

the Presidency, as petitions for transfer or the seat of government to thG
Mississippi valley 1nultiplied in number and urgency.

The legislature of

Kansas begged Congress to spend no more money in the District of Columbia;
the heart of the country now lq inland. 63 The arguments contained in the
memorial.a from other state legislatures and from conventions held in Cinc:l.naati and St. Louis carried insidious appeals to all Northern prejudices:
professing to cherish "no mean spirit of hostility to the District,"
Indiana, Illinois, Iowa and Missouri urged abandoning the Potomac location
in order to save the capital "from the bane of secession, from arq taint

of the spirit of treason, and to place it where no hostile power could
ever threaten its safet;r. 1164 The shadows of the Civil War still lay black

63 Star, 2$ Mar 62, 3 Jun 68, 3
10$, 41c, 3s, Mar 71, Ser 1463.

Aug, 9 Nov 69; H Mis Docs 91 and
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over Washington.

Seemingly the one argw,ient in the District of Columbia I s

faTor was the tact that Oeorge Washington had selected the site, although

comon sense also pointed to the wisdora of General Sherman's prophesy that
rival d.ties would cease bidding for the honor of becoming the capital when
they learned that residents of the federal District> wherever located, would
1011& their state citizenship and their V?tes.6,

Yet common sense, local

citizens knew, did not always govern politi.cal decisions, and worries
increased whenever a me111ber of Congress held forth on Washington's short.
colllings.
Another cause for uneasiness among Washington property.owners 1~
in the aigns of a reversal of "the disposition" as the

~

put it, "on

the part of persons of 111eans and culture residing elsewhere to invest in
property- hers" 1

the c1 ty 1 a untic:ty;_ eppeer11t1ce end inconvenience discauraged

people other-.rise tempted by "the delightful climate, the beautiful suburban
surroundings and the unequalled social attractions."

Men who had acquired

wealth here during the war were likely to look elsewhere and even old
residents, the newspaper editor warned, ndght be driven to leave. 66

Senator

Stewert considered an exposition in Washington the worst possible advertisement for the United States, since the capital was "the ugliest city in

the wole oountry."

Senator Edl!lun<is' description, however humonous, vas

still more depressing;

"Take, for instance, the infamous, abominable

nuisance of cowe:, and horses, and sheep and goats, running through all the
streets or this city, and whenever we appropriate money to set up a shade

65 Star, 25 Nov 69; Patriot, 17 Nov 70;

-·

66 Star 30 Oct 69.
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tree, there comes along a cow or a horse or a goat, and tears it down the
.
next dq, and then we ,ippropriste again. There are not todq two trees
in a hundred in this city, which ought to be the most beautiful and the

J110st highly ornaiented 1n the country, which do not ehow the marks of
ill-treatnient by horned animals or by pigs or by &Ol!le anilllals that are
running at large.n

the &:lard

or Health

And, quoting a local wit)tha Vermonter concluded, when
aboliehed the nuisance, the city councils abolished the

Board of Health for interfering with voterso67
At PresidBnt Grant's inauguration, haclanen, realizing that no laey
would risk soiling her gown in the filth on the avenues, had charged

,.40

a dq for a carriage, i10 merely for driving a couple to the Inaugural

Ball.

The Ci. ty was dirty and unsanitary, beggars beseiged the residential

areas and, since the public schools were inadequate and the new truan~y law """
not yet in force, hundreds of children of school age roamed the streets.. Although
scientists engaged in research at the Naval Observatory or for some project
of the Slnithsonian Institution or the National Academy of Science found life
it was
interesting here,/not because Wasnington was Washington 1bllt because the
federal government, in these days before any American university was sponsoring
scientific inTestigations, was able to assemble the largest group of able
research men to be found in the United States.
subordinates, the diplomatic corps? army and

Cabinet members and their

lll3Val

officers, particularly

after General Qr3nt bec811le President Grant, and moneyed men from the North,

drawn by the power the federal gov:ernment represented, also enjoyed Washington

p. 6870

bllt only because she was the capital.

67 225 Globe,

Otherwise>why would anyboey

4J.C, 2S, 18 Feb 70, p. 1386, and Ll.C, .3S, 24 Jan 71,
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choose to endure the discolllforto of living here? The 174~foot shaft of the
unfinished Washington MorNllltlnt stand!~ a111id a litter of stone and the
debris left from the arnzy- 1 s war-time slaughter houses seemed to symbolize
the city' s defeat. 68
But determination and discipline could turn defeat into victory.
Apart from the business opportunities and the "unequalled sccial attractions"
created by the government, apart indeed from the dubious charm of her

climate, Washington had several a&sets.

If the campaign to bring industry

into Washington had failed thus far, the failure had also left the city
free of the smoke of factory chimneys and prevented what nativists det>.med
an undesirable influx of foreign immigrants whose extreme poverty and strange
tongues were thrusting special problems upon other American cities.

In the

decade since 1860 Washington had added fewer than 1,300 foreign-born to her
population; they represented a scant eighth of her 109,000 souls.

She

remained thus a COllll!lunity of native Americans, a third of them colored, it is
true, but, because of their color, peo::,le ~hat most whites simply ignored.
Lack of industrial growth had also- kept Washington a residential city, dignified by nearly a hundred public buildings, by beautiful Federal houses and
comfortable frame dwellings.

If the Negro quarters were noisome slU111s, they

were generally tucked out of sight in alleyways and areas whites rarely
frequented.

Including her croWdeq Negro sections, Washington had housing

enough to keep the average number of occupants per dwelling at 6.16;whereae
the figures for her western competitors ran to 8.87. in Cinoinnati and 7 .4
in St. Louis, while New York had nearly 15.69" •

68 Star,

Nov 69; Cong Globe, 41C, 2S, 28 Jan 70, Po 844; H Ex
Doc,
,
70, P• 545, Ser 1590; Ninth Census, 1870, Mortality~~
Statistics, p.
•
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In cultural. and spiritual real.me, moreover, Washington laid claim

to some distinction independent of what the Smithsonian and the National
Acadenzy" of Science had to offer.

Thanks to Williem Corcoran•s gene.r osity,

the Corcoran Art Gallery-, at last reclaimed from the Quarter Master General
who had occupied it since 1661, would soon open its doors to the public.
Georgetown ~erninaey, Col\D!lbi.an College and Howard University were giving
the District a reputation as a center of higher education, and the forty
writers· who made up the Washington Literary Society added luster.

The city

also took pride in her churches, the twenty-three Presbyterian, the sixteen
Methodist, twelve Episcopalian, nine Roman Catholic, two Jewish and a dozen
other congregations, all told, seventy-three white and twenty colored
religious bodies.

If behavior fell short of ideals, the church-going comw

munity was nevertheless a power in the city.

Finally, if these features

alone were not enough to offset the Visible drawbacks, Washington's potentialities for beauty, unrealized but there, stood as a challenge to men of
imagination.

The elaborate, detaiied plan of the city, the broad sweep

of the avenues, the very spaciousness that led foreign v-lsitors to poke fun
at the emptiness, all held magnificent promise.

Patience, high taxes, bond

issues, and the good will of Congress together could make a city so beautiful
that talk of moving the government elsewhere would die.70
Upon Congressional favor hung all the law and hhe prophets.
D:u!trict resident disputed that fa_ot.

But there unanimity ended.

tlo

Ideas about

how t.o win and use that favor varied from conviction that long-term renewal

70
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of the oity aharter and concerted effort to exercize its powers effectivel)r
would suffice to the dia11etrically opposite belief that nothing short of
disenfranchisement and f'ull Congressional control would keep the,capital in

Washington and prevent huge losses for local investorso

Between these

extremes 1,;y the alternative of consolidating waehington, Georgetown and

county into a single jurisdiction with a concentration of authority calculated to create an "identity of interest" strong enough to carry through
needed reforms.

None of these pl~s was newo

In 186o a proposal had corns

before Congress to appoint federal commissioners to manage the District. and
during the wsr the Washington councils discussed the advantages of a union
with Georgetown in order to reduce the number of governmental bodies. 71
Certainly the machinery had become needlessl)r complex -- two city governments,
two white School '3oards, a Levy Court, a federall.7 controlled Metropolitan
Police force and federall)r appointed Trustees of the Colored Schools, all
of them supported wholl)r or in part by local taxeao

Simplification would

help, but the chief bone of contention was whether demolition
of the entire structure was necessary in the interests of eliminating improper
political pressures and introducing order into administration. If Congress
itself were running the District, criticisms of the city might subside and
federal aid be forthcoming.
In 1866 when Lot Morrill of Maine submitted his proposal for Con~
gressional "resumption" of the government of the District, the bill encountered
vigorous opposition from colleagues who wanted to try out Negro suffrage in
the District cities. 72 So11e residents of Washington, "willulg," one

7l Journal 64th Council• 17 Dec 66, p. 394; ~ . 28 Jan 62; Daily
Chronicle, 23 Nov 6r.72 Cong Globe, 29C, 1s, 25 Jan 66, p. h13, 15 Jun 66, p. 319i.
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Congressman noted contemptuously•

0

to surrender their own rights rather

than to respect the rights of others," welcomed Senator Morrill' s plan. 73

Other citizens protested1

"It takes 11May the fragments of self- government

which from the creation of this District had been accorded to its people;
it subjects us to the rule of men utter strangers to our habits, feelings
and interests. "74

The Morrill bill failed to pass, partly because some

111embers of ~ngrsss considered

it an act depriving free men of their

rightful prerogatives, snd more largely because radical Republicans ssw
tha:t disenfranchisement of all District citizens would cancel the politically
important experiment of giving Negroes votes.75
After Negro suffrage went t.nto effect, a number of property owners
led by the Board of Trade professed to see good reasons to dispense with
all local euffrage.16 As the time approached for the renewal or lapse of
Washington's municipal charter, agitation for an act like the Morrill bill
gathered force.

Undoubted],y a good many men looked upon the measure as t he

quickest way of ending paralyzing conflicts and ensuring civic improvements.
Senator Morrill had declared1

"If there is anything like bad government,

shameless government acywhere, it is in this District,, ,

Outrageous abuses

have characterized the government of this District in the last fifteen or
twenty years.•77

Patently an exaggeration in a period when Boss Tweed was

73 ~ . , 10 Jan 66, p. 174.
74 Petition S39A-H3, 15 Jun 66. ~ee also, Journal 63rd Council, 29
Jsn 66, p. 438, 26 Feb 66, P• 482.
75 Cong Globe, 39C, 1S, 15 Jun 66, p. 3191.
76 ~ • 26 Feb, 5 Mar 67.

77 Seen. 75.
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ruling, ·New York.

.

Yet however unjus·~

, the pronouncement may have

deepened the feeling of conscientious ci.tizens - men like Lewis Clephane,
Chief Justice David K, Cartter of the Vistrict Supreme Court, J, •I'll!Ond
Wilson, Superintendent of Schools, and A,C. Richards, head of the Metroo
polite.n Police - that it was futile,in the face of such attitudes,to seek
Congressional cooperation with locally elected officials, no matter who
On the other hand,
they !T',ight
be. /among the petitioners
requesting revocation of the city
/
.
charte"r and the appointment of federal commissioners were men whose motives
r

presumably were less altruistic, newcomers concerned ataove all with profits
on their local investments, as well as men who thought an electorate which
included Negroes an electorate so debased as to be a travesty.78 Washington's
Common Council, dubbing the proposal one "without parallel in the history
of the country," charged its proponents with attempting to govern the District
"by means of a 111omyed aristocracy. 11 79

The Council• s assumption that

appointed officials =uld lend a readier ear to wealthy men than to the
majority of humbler citizens was not wholly far-fetched in the Aioorica of the
late &.xties,

Indeed the probabili1:.ies are that the real es tate firms and

Washillgton merchants who begged for Congressional rule believed it a twoone
edged eword,/that would rid the cities of the social handicap of colored
voter!' andJat the same stroke 9 eru:ance local real estate values by subati~
tuting the efficiency of appointed 2dministrators for the flounderings pro~
duced by the democratic process.

But Republican senators and representatives

78 Journal 65th Council, 27 Jan 68, p. 476; s Mis Doc 24, L.lc, 1S,
20 Mar 69, Ser 139~
79 ··Journal 65th Council, 10 J?eb 68,. p. 507.
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who had introduced Negro suffrage "into the District were loath to enact

a law ·that would seem to repudiate that act.80 Furthel'lltore, during the
spring of 1868 they were too engrossed in the impeachment of President
Johnson to give more than neeting attention to District affairs.

Questiona

.

of reorganizing its government had. to wait.
Eighteen months later the Star, that careful recorder of local opinion,
observed1

"The number who continue to hope against hope that anything can

be done under the present form of municipal government to set things to

rights here is small, and growing smaller every day.

This is not so much

t,he fault of parties or of men as of the awkward system of municipal government, complicated as it is with congressional control •••• It mq be said
that ••• a board of commissioners

may be both arbitrary and corrupt. But

most of our citizens, we take it, will cheerfully stand the chancee of the
experiment.

If it works badly it -would be easy to return to a charter

government ••••

The citizens of Washington w:iuld like a change.n8l

But

the less drastic course of consolidating Washington with Georgetown and the
county was also gaining eupport.

Georgetown,who had long stood against loss

of her separate identity and had ~gested that "an experiment of 115 years"
was suffi<cient to prove her capacity for self government, now began to think

it a lesser sacrifice than loss of all voice in the management of local
affairs.

"In fact," the Star remarlced, "those classes throughout the District

who have most at stake are comi:letely disgusted with the inharmonious workings
of five conflicting governments -- Congress, the corporations of the two

80 ~ . 19

Jan

68.

BI™•• 5 Oct 69.

us
cities, the levy court and the board of metropolitan police colllllliseioners.
These are continually interfering with each other, to the detr:iJnent of the
property and business interests here, which are damaged by too much legis~
lation in some directions and too little in others.
government for the District of Columbia.82

There should be but one

And perhaps Sena.tor Davis'

collll1lents in January 1870 gave taxpayers pause about entrusting their affairs
solely to federal officials.

Never in all his years in Congress, said the

Kentuckian, had any member of the District committee been a true friend to
the District.

"These oolll!Tlittees,, ,have been organi~ed upon the principle

of elevating the negro and, when there was a conflict, of subordinating the
rights and interest and feelings of the white man to those of the negro 0 1183
Were that harsh judgment even partly true, it strengthened the argument for
the retention of some local control,

At the same time everyone knew that no

bill could pass which did not reserve to Congress large powers over the
Di.strict.

Consequently, early in 1870 a meeting of

explored possibl e compromises.

150 influential citizens

The upshot was a request for a territorial

govermnent to extend to the entire Di.strict.84
President Grant upon his advent to the White House had disappointed
people who counted on his interest in modernizing the city, but at least he
had shown no disposition to favor moving the capital westward0 8S Gradually
62 Ibid., 28 Jan 62 12 Oct 69; Petition S39A-3 for June 66; Journal
65th CouncU.-27 Jan, PP• 475-76, 10 Feb 68, p, 496; 3
Globe, 41C, 1S1
5 Apr 69, P• 527.
83 ~ Globe, 41C, 2s, 28 Jan 70, P• 847.
84 Patriot, 20 Aug 72.

85 ~ . 4

Jan

10.

•
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that worry faded into the background.

Scarcely less gratifying, as Congress

began discussion about how to run t.he District, were the indicatione pointing
to adoption of the territorial bill drafted by the oitizens•committee.
Perhaps as a final safeguard against enactment of a law placing appointed
commissioners in charge, the Washington councils indulged in a last round
of invective:

the disenfranchisement plan had originated, they contended,

"in the selfish, aristocratical, and bitter spirit of those who either
sympathized with the rebellion, or who cen see nothing good 0 • 0 in the liberty
of all men, or in the minds of selfish speculators and their allies or
political demagogues who for money, place, and power would barter the
dearest interests and privileges of the happiest and freest Government on
Earth." 86 To the relief of sober-minded Washingtonians, however, the Senate
bill contemplated no arbitrary action.

It incorporated most of the features

requested by the special d. tizens' group, namely a territorial government,
with a popularly electe d governor and council to act as executive and legislature, and, like other territories, a non-voting delegate to Congress. The
bill forbade the annulment of the l111lnicipal charters without the express
approval of s majority of the legal voters in each oity obtained at a legal
meeting assembled to pass upon that particular question.

In addition, as

a basis for future taxation, a valuation was to be made every two years of
all real and personal property, both private and federal, in distinct and
separate schedules.

By implication, the United States would then bear its

proportionate share of the costs of running the new -territory. 87 Toward the

86 Journal 67th Council, 10 Jan, p. 997, 17 Jan, pp. 1036-39, 28 Feb
70, pp. 1189-90. 87 ~ Gl obe, 4l.C, 2S, 27 May 70, PP• 2052 9

, PP• 3912- 14.
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close of the second session of the 41st Congress, this bill went to the
House.
In January 1871, when the House District Committee presented its
recommendations, the bill had unde_rgone significant changes. Who inspired
them initially and wh,y remains a ieystery; rumor attributed them to the
committee chairman, Burton Cook of Illinois.

The first revision proposed

Presidential appointment of the governor and an upper chamber, leaving only
a lower house to be elected by popular vote.

A second change dropped the pro=

vision for including all federal property in valuations for tax purposes, an
indication that private property S:1-one might have to carry the costs of
whatever the territorial governmerit undertook. Third, the House added a
new section, one that at the time provoked little debate, the creation of a
Board of Public Works,its members to be appointed by the President and,
virtually independent of an;y control, authorized to take charge i)f public
improvements and to assess the costs as it saw fito

The fight that ensued

in Co~ress centered around only the first of these changes. 8arhe objections
of CongresB!llan Ela of New Hampshire best represented the opposition.

He

denied the frequently repeated charges that the District had proved itself
incapable of self=govermnent.

"I have traveled this District, and every

part of it, at all times, and I do not believe there is a body of mn in
equal numbers in aey city upon the continent who are so well-behaved, and
whose life and property are more secure, than in the District of Columbia."
James Madison, he told the House, _in number 43 of the Federalist papers had

68Ibid.,

41C, 3S, 20 Jan 71, pp. 637-47.
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88Ibid. , 41C, 3S, 20 Jan 71, pp. 637.47.
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insisted that the people of a federal district were to have municipal selfgovernment.

Ela conoluded that if the Territory of the District of Columbia

were to be denied the right to ele-ct its legislature as other United Stalt.es
territories did, Congress would do better to appoint commissioners clothed
with powers unmistakably independent of popular eanctiono89 George Julian,
arguing that no government could be "half slave and half free," urged

provision for woman suf"frage, but, like Senator Sumner's plea for a oivil
rights clause in any new legislation for the District, the amendment was
lost.

The District rerritorial act which became law on February 21, 1871,

was in essentials the bill as rewritten in the House and rushed through~
men later charged angrily, before most people discovered that "plotters" had
persuaded the House to alter the Senate version in vitally important particulars090
Most of the provisions of the act 1o,-ere wholly speoifico

The President

was to appoint a governor and the eleven members of a govel!Ilor•s council all

of whom must have lived in the District at least a year.

Qualified voters
•
in the eleven precincts into which the area was to be divided could elect
three members each to the House of Delegates.

Any male not a felon might

vote in the first election to be held in April 1871, if he had lived in the
District for three months, and in later elections after a year's residenceo
All elected officials were to hold office for two years, eppo111t.ed officials
for fouro

The delegate elected to Congress would be a non-voting member of

the House Committee on the District of Colu.~bia.

The President wae to appoint

five men to a Board of Health whose duties included abatement of nuisances

89

Ibid., 24 Jan 71, pp. 685-88; Franklin T. Horne, "The Board of
Public Works," CHS Records, 3 Apr 99, III, 257~620

90 ~ee note 88;

Patriot, 20 Aug 720

,.
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like the free-running pigs and goats about which Senator Edmunds had com•
plained so graphically.

The members of the five-man Board of Public Works,

destined shortly to be the storm center of controversy in Washington, were
also to be Presidential appointees, the governor ex-officio.

Responsible

to no local authorit.y, the Board oJ: Public Works was empowered to plan and
contract for all public improveme~ts,assessing a third of the costs upon
adjoining private property; t.~e only limitation upon the Board's powers was
that it could enter into no binding contract until the legislature had appro-,
priated monsy or sanctioned a bond issue to cover expenses not met by
the
assessments. In fact, no money for arr:, purpose could be drawn from/t.erri~
torial treasury except in pursuance of an appropriation made by law.

Increases

.

in appropriations must receive a two-thirds favorable vote in both houses,
and public indebtedness must not exceed

5 percent of assessed property values

unless a majority of voters aporoved by referendum an increase in the debt.
The tax rat,e was to be no higher than

i2

on every $100.

The city charters

were to run until June 1, 1871, in order to give the corporations time to
collect bills, due and pay off debts, but neither body might impose new taxes
1n the interim.

Thus the rights ap.d obligations of the new territorial

government were minutely detailed~9l
Federiµ. col1llllitments on the other hand, were vague, except for the
provision that the United States would pa,y the salaries of appointed officials.

Congress reserved to itself the right to annul aey act of the District

legislature.

Federal property was to remain tax-exempt, although an evaluator

appointed by the Secretary of the Interior uas to report once every five
91 16 ~ Statutes

& Large,

_419, ch. 62.
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years on the value of public lands in the District apart from parks and
squares dedicated to public use.92 Presumably that valuation would guide
Congress in making federal appropriations for the District.

The perpetuation

of uncertainty about how much financial assistance the community could
expect from Congress seemed to be -the one flaw in the new act.
Most residents apparently were happy at the outcome of the prolonged
struggle.

Doubtless there were those who saw no panacea for civic ills in

substituting one form o~ government for another, but prevailing opinion
regarded arr:, change as one for the batter.

Congress, glad to have had the

District to use as a prov:i.ng ground for the first reconstruction measures,
was now more than ready to delegate responsibility for their execution;
President Grant would select round party men to fill appointive positions,
and Senate and House need no longer spend hours on relatively petty local
problems.

Negroes could feel gratification over the guarantee in the terri-

torial act that their poh.tical rights would be safe, and, though presumably
neither Negroes nor whites dared think the problem of race relations settled,
its proportiom, should shrink in the sunny a·~mosphere of harmoey between
Congress and local community. Me~ of property bQlieved the new order, headed
by persons prol'linent enough to attract the notice of the President, would

safeguard vested interests, and the District, freed from the threat of rel0<cation of the uational capital, would enjoy boundless prosperity.

For the

first time a local government had pcwer to issue bonds to finance public
works and, unimpeded by oonflicts or authority, should be able to carry- out
efficiently the improvements Washington had long awaited.
92 ~ -

Perhaps a

,,.
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resolution introduced into the Washing•ton Common Council, whose authority
would end if and when Congress created a territory, ellllllllarized the general
attitude:

"a uniform system of government for the District of ColU111bia

woJUd be the means of materially "Sic

developing its great natural resources,

giving increSBed vitality to commerce and manufactures, the building of nelf

railroads, beautifying and improVing its splendid streets and avenues,
increasing its population, investment 01' capital from abroad, and opening a
'new era' in its history, and making it a location every way desirable for
the capital of a great nation 0 n93
On·February 20, 1871, Washington inaugurated a three-day celebration
of her "new era."

Citizens had planned a carnival in honor of completing

the last stretch of new wood pavement on Pennsylvania avenue, and now passage
of the territorial act and the opening of Mr. Corcoran 1 s Gallery of Art
tripled causes for rejoicing.

Reportedly 10,000 visitors joined with District

residents in watching the Mardi Gras parade and the races in which horsemen
drove six-in-hands and boys goat-drawn carte over the smoothly surfaced
pavement of the "Avenue." At night, calcium lamps, gas jets and Chinese
lanterns illlllllinated the thoroughfare for admiring crowds and for carnivalcostU111ed people en route to the masked balls.

At the Corcoran Gallery at

17th street and Pennsylvania avenue, foreign diplomats and other distinguished
guests danced in the picuure-lined halls.

Washington's birthday, in 1871

not yet proclaimed a national holi~, seemed to citizens of the District
of Columbia to mark Washington City•s rebirtb 0 94

93 Journal ~ Qiuncil, 30 Jan 71, pp. 595- 96.

94 Star, 23 Feb 71.
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CHAPTER IX
THE LIFE AND DEATH OF THE TmRITORY
OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
The brief career of the Territo~f the District of Columbia

we t umult uous.

To the consternation of people who had believed

ariy

change one for the better, by midsummer 1871 influential Washingtonians
were labelling the new government a despotism. The next three years
saw turmoil and anger scarcely less bitter than the Civil War itself
had evoked.

Revelations of corruption in Congress and improper

behavior in high federal office, if unrelated to local. a£fairs, still
further undermined confidence that the community could make orderzy
progress under the new regime.

''The Uncivil War, 111 as one student has

call ed it, was prirnarizy a political contest, root~ however, in
economic anxieties.

As long as it lasted, it overshadowed every other

interest of permanent residents, and the heat generated by ·che feuding
for a time shrivelled the cultural life of the city.
indignation ran nearzy as high as in Washington.

In Georgetown

Accusations and

counter- accusations confused the issues until the struggle took on
the air of an unsavory domestic squabble.

Indeed, had the consequences

not been so far-reaching, the three years might be dismissed as merezy
a sorry interlude during which Washington suffered the ills common to
American cities of the Grant era; but the final outcome was of lasting

1 Janes Whyte, "The Uncivil War", ms in author's possession•

•

/
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importance.

The first result was the emergence of an outwardly

magnificent city, the second, the supposedly temporary, ultimately
permanent >1088 of all self-rule in the District.
During the spl"ing of 1871 the golden hopes born in late

winter endured.

When uneasiness stirred, the signs of new business

activity in Washington tended to quiet doubts.

In March Congressional

authorization of a multi-million dollar building to house the state,
War and Navy Departments laid to rest fears of the goverl1!1lent I s moving
the capital to the Mississippi valley.

Furthermore, the work of

erecting the huge new building to rise on Pennsylvania avenue just

west of the White House promised to provide jobs for the District's
unemployed.

Private real estate transactions i111111ediately picked up.

Compared to the ~li,927 ,ooo spent in reaJ. estate deals during the
entire preceding year, the sale price of property transferred in the
four months between March and July 1871 tota.lled over $2,500,ooo. 2
And real estate values in the 1870's, as ·now, were the best gauge of
prosperity in Washington.
Appointments and the First Terri tori al Election
Yet President Grant had already planted the first seeds of fresh
dissension when in March and April 1871 he announced his appointments
to posts in the territorial government-- all simon pure Republicans.
Democrats in Congress, who later told the press they had voted for the

2 Star, 25 Mar 72.
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Territory on the distinct understanding that its government would be
non-partisan, shared the anger of local Democrats who, according to
the Patriot, paid three quarters of all taxes in the Di.strict.
IndividuaJ.ly the men Grant had chosen were inoffensive.

Henry n. Cooke,

President of the First National Banlc of Washington, brother of the still
nationally powerful Jtq Cooke, won the coveted governorship,

He had

lived in 0eorgetOllll since 1863, had agreeable manners and, rumor said,
had the still greater appeal of a large bank account.

Norton P. Chipman,

a patent attorney with many friends in Congress, a fluent speaker who had
made the most of his opportunities as one of the prosecutors of Major
Henry Wirz, was appointed Secretary of the Di.strict.

The Board of

Public Works, besides Governor Cooke, consisted of Samuel R. Brown, a
war-time contractor and a successful speculator in Washington real
estate, James Magruder, formerly an army engineer, now United States
Collector of Customs in Georgetown, A. B, I-lullett, architect of the

Treasury, and Alexander Shepherd, aldennan under Mayor Emery and during
1869 and 1870 the most active promoter of a new form of --government for
the District,

Shepherd, Brown and Magruder had all been members of

the citizens• committee that first proposed the territorial form,

The

members of the Government's council were unremarkable save that three
of the eleven were colored men, John Grey, a caterer, Adolphus Hall, a
miller, and Frederick Douglass, ex-slave, lecturer and newspaper man,
in 1871 editor of Washington's new Negrr., weekly, the~ National Era.
Most residents recognized Shepherd's driv.ing force, though he
seemed an unfortunate choice to householders of the old school, for his

4
background, while respectable, was humble and his recent large-scale
buildi~ ventures bespoke the reckless gambler; unlike the othars >he
at least was a native Washingtonian;.)
/¼st citizens also tacitly admitted that if Negroes must be
represented on the Governor's Council Frederick Douglass' reputation
as a spokesman for his people entitled him to a place.

But the George-

town Courier dubbed Council members "the fit nominees of a pigm;y on a
pedestal •• •

Not an old resident, nor a Democrat, nor a Catholic, nor

an Irishman, and yet we have three darkies, Douglass, Gray and Hall,

a German, two natives of Maine and one of Massachusetts."

By and large,

the appointed officials were undistinguished, well-meaning enough but
conveying the impression that they were more concerned with keeping
Republican favor than with serving the District impartiall;y.3
In fact, as the campaign opened for nomination of candidates for
the House of Delegates and the seat in Congress, the least astute
resident of the District could see that the Republicans looked upon the
coming election as a handy tool with which to entrench the national
party in power.

At the local Republican convention held in March, one

speaker declared that "upon the result of the election in this D"l:strict"
•

would hang the succ9ss of the Presidential election in 1872, and
Governor Cooke announced that insofar as he could control the territorial.

3 Patriot, 12, 14 Apr 71; Georgetown Courier, 15 Apr 71; Franklin
T. Howe, "The Board of Public Works," CHS ~c~ III, 257-78.
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govermneot it would "be administered in the interest of the Republican
party and no one who was not a well-tried Republican should, with his
consent, hold office thereunder. n4 To men who believed that what was
good for the Republican party was good for the United States capital,
these views were sound, justifying even the compulsory registration of
government clerks.
employees read:

A circular reportedly distributed to federal

"There can he .no valid objection to your voting in

this District, and if you should oonclude, next year, to make your
residence in some State or other Territory, or to resume your preVious
residence and vote there, the fact of haVing voted here this year will
in no way interfere with auch a purpose."$
If government clerks were unhappy at being corralled to save the
District for the Republic3Il party, wo1nen suffragists were more than '
ready to go to the polls. When Congress extended local suffrage to
male Negroes, petitions from several hundred women had urged the
propriety of giving them the privilege granted illiterate blacks.

Later

arguments that the 14th Amendment nowhere nentioned the word~ and
thus opened the polls to women netted the "petticoat politicians" only
ridicule.

During the convention of the ?lational Woman's Suffrage

Association in 1870, Emily Briggs, that novelty in the newspaper world,
a woman reporter, had described with more Vivacity than sympathy the
performance of a delegation appealing to the Sen:ite and House District

4 Patriot, 8

Mar 71.

S ~ . , 1$ Apr 71; Republican, 19 Apr 71.
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Committees.

Now organization of a new local government seemed to open

up fresh opportunity.

But the stalwarts of the party, however anxious

to- enlist "safe" votes, obviously dared not risk adding an element so
unpredictable as female suffragists and the District Supreme Court soon
atterward ruled the lhth Jlnenclnent inapplicable to women. 6
Although by law a majority in the lfouse of Delegates would have
to approve all territorial money bills, public interest centered on the
election of the District's non- voting representative in Corigress, for his
persuasiveness might affect the course of federal legislation for the
territory.

Norton Chip111an, Republican nominee, clung to his post of

Secretary of the District while he campaigned.· With the exception of
the Patriot, the only Democratic organ in Washington since the demise of
the National Intelligencer in 1869, every newspaper in Washington
supported him.

Democrats dubbed him "a bird of passage, ft a temporary

resident who had defaulted on some of his business commitments, a
carpetbagger who "appealed to the cupidity of the blacks and the necessities of Government clerks, ft and a politician not above aping Ma,yor
Bowen's supposed tactics of importing Negroes from Maryland and Virginia

to vote.

Even worse, according to his opponents he advocated mixed

schools!

Chipman called that charge ridiculous, as it undoubtedly was. 7

6

S Mis Doc 57, 41C, 2S, 8 Feb 70, Ser 1h08; Olivia Letters, pp.
130-63; Patriot, 12 May, l Nov, 9, 23 Dec 71; Georgetown Courier,
22 Apr 71.
7 Patriot, 4, 7, 15, 16, 17, 19, 21 Apr 7.1.
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Apart from some wa'7ing of "the bloody shirt," he stood merely on the
platform of the wisdom of putting a member of the Grand Old Party into
a Republican Congress and like-minded men into the territorial House of
Delegates to work with Governor and Counoil.
•

The argument took.

Richard Merrick, the Democratic candidate, who campaigned on the issue
of amending the territorial act- to make both chambers elective and to
abolish an independent Board of Public Works, went down in defeat, and
with him all but seven of the Democratic candidates for the twenty-two

seats in the House of Delegates.

A black preacher and a black messenger

were among the successful Republican candidates.
The star reported elatedly on April 21 that the election shwed
people's intention to "sustain the territorial government in its
purposes to reform abuses and to caJTy out illlprovements in the interest
of the whole oolll!llUnity • • •

It is Virtually a triU!llph of the class of

citizens who wish to see Washington take its proper rank among the
attractive cities of the world, and be no longer a nlll'lle of 1·eproach."
Most classes of citizens, "Jlbatever their personal preferences and howe-,er

wary of Republican domination, accepted the verdict with good grace,
even women who had vainly marched to the polls and men who had hoped to
see Negroes excluded from office.

Weary after a decade of fierce con-

troversy, Washingtonians stood ready, "to give the nsw government a
fair trial unbiased by party affiliation. 118

8 Ibid. , 8 Msr, 12 Apr 71; Star, 21 />pr 71.
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The induction of the new officials took place on May 15th. Since
the federal District courts were occupying most of the City Hall, the
ceremonies were held in a rented building on Pennsylvania avenue,
Metzerott Hall, which was to be the legislature's headquarters.
•

Here

Governor Cooke in a speech singularly lacking in high-flown phrases
outlined the tasks confronting the Territory and proposed methods of
handling them,

He pronounced Washington's funded debt of somewhat over

two million dollars and her tax rate of about $13.26 per capita below
those of all but four of the United States' eighteen largest cities;
.., mrs:l obhet bond issues should permit a reduction of taxes.

He gave

figures to show the inadequacie_s of a school system which proVided for
scarcely a third of the school population> and suggested that the

i10,ooo

Washington spent yearly on poor relief might be better administered by
a Board of Charities and Correction.· All th.i.s sounded sensible. That
night a torch-light parade accompanied by Washi~ton' s fire engines
wound up Pennsylvania avenue and on to Governor Cooke's house in Georgetown where the Governor and several others again spoke.

Norton Chipman

chose the occasion to remind his listeners that the new local administration was dedicated to more than good local government:

"All thoughtful

citizens," he said, now had "a two-fold duty to perform, first as members
•

of the great republican party of this country, and second, as citizens
of this District. 11 A Presidential election would occur in 1872. 9
First Acts of the Territorial Legislature
The first acts of the legislature gave proponents of efficient

9 Star, 15, 16 May 71.
'•
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local govermnent further pause,

In the course of a few weeks the

legislature created some 400 public offices-- all to be filled by
appointment-to handle the duties fonnerly carried out by perhaps 160
city and county officials.

•

But if local Republicans had expected to

garner all these new-grown plums, disappointment came quickly.

A number

of posts went to constituents of influential senators and representatives,
•

other jobs to men linked with special racial and factional interests.
Not untypical was the appointment of the Negro J. T. Johnson to the
responsible position of District Treasurer:

Johnson's business

experience consisted of having served in the restaurant at the Capitol;
as it happened, his patrons found him not incompetent and almost
uncomfortably honest.

~

Nation later observed, ''When the question

of e:x:pensi ve improvements was under discussion, the people of Washington
were told that they were like the citizens of other towns, and must pa_y
the bills.

But when any of the local offices was vacant, they were told

that Washington was the seat of Government, and the politicians all
over the country were equally entitled with its residents to share in
its official plunder.nlO In addition to tripling the size of the Di.strict
pa_yroll, Council and Delegates promptly authorized the rental of four
buildings for District offices, - for the Governor and his staff the

lO Investigation, 1872, pp. 185, 229, 363-4, 493, 521-22; The
Nation, 154386, 21 Nov 72, p. 329; Francis Colburn Adams, ~ Little
Monarchy, ~ Runs !! !!!!!! ~ It Costs, p. 20,
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building on Pennsylvania avenue across 17th street from the CorcoDan
Gallery, for the Board of Public Works and lesser officials two
buildings on John Marshall Place, and for the legislature the Metzerott
building on Pennsylvania avenue near 9th street.

•

Remodelling these

r ente d quarters and furnishing them with "Brussels carpets, great mirrors
with elaborately gilt frames, frescoed ceilings and black walnut
1'\lrniture, all carved," cost

troo,ooo,

a third again as much as the

United States Government offered for the purchase of the City Hall 0 11
Authority of the Board of Public Works
But disma;y at the workings of the spoils system and at the

legislature I s extravagances faded into the background as the plans of
the Board of Public Works unfolded before the eyes of horrified taxpa,yers.

From mid-June 1871 until it e:xpired in 1874, the Board of

Public Works was the chief target of the criticisms hurled at the
territorial government.

To an age hardened to billion-dollar public

works programs, the proposals of the District's Board sound modest
enough--six and a quarter million dollars to be spent for lcli}'ing sewers,
grading and paving streets, planting trees and removing unsightly
nuisances in f!Very part of Washington and Georgetown, four millions of

'

the cost to be met by a bond issue, the rest by assessm1mts on private
property.

But however much small-minded parsimony affected men's

thinking, more legitimate reasons for protest also existed:

first, the

almost untr8111!11eled power of a body of men responsible neither to the

42C,

ll Investigation, 1872, pp. 229, 248-52, 267-73; S Mis Doc 84,
2 Jan 13, Ser 1546,

JS,

ll

local public, nor, save indirectly-, to Congress; second, the character
of the individuals who composed the Board; and third, perhaps a
corrolary, the extreme haste with -which its members acted.
The Board o£ Public Works was quite separate from the rest of

the territorial government.

#

The legislature, to be sure, in theory

had to a> propriate the money- for projects before the Board could under•

take them, and yearly reports were to go to both houses and to Congress.
Otherwise the five-man Board could do as it chose.

Events quickly

showed the legislative review of plans to be cursory and advance
authorization of spending a fonr.ality the Board dispensed with.

As

appointees of the President, members were free to carry out their
duties conscientiously or carelessly, acting with meticulous impartiallity or giving favors to their henchmen and penalizing their
opponents.

The authority of the Boai·d of Public Works rapidly sub-

merged that of all other territorial offices.

The tail wagged the dog.

Character or "Boss" Shepherd
Utmost importance consequently attached to the character of the
five Board mmbers, or rather to the character of Alexander Shepherd
who at once took charge.

After the first meeting when Shepherd's

associates elected him vice president, the governor virtually w-lthdrew,
and after September 1871 the other three left decisions and their
execution to the energetic vice president.

To all intents and purposes

"Boss Shepherd" was the Board of Public Works, 12 and President Grant,

l2 Investigation into the ,'If.fairs of the District of Columbia,
S Rpt 453, 43C, 1S, 17 Jun 74, v.1, p. x-xi., Ser 159- (hereafter cited
as Investtgation, 1874).
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who apparently had first been attracted to him by his vigor and genial

good humor, consistently supported him.

Two months before the inaugura-

tion of the territory, wh'ile he himself was still an alderman and the
coiporation charter still in force, Shepherd had made his power felt:
the Board of Public Works had obtained an injunction that prevented

'

Mayor Emery from letting any contracts for work on the streets; prior
oommi~nts must not hamper the· new Board.

Tall, robust and hale-fellow-

~1ell met, the father of five children, Shepherd enjoyed high living and
free spending.

His post-war business career advertised his penchant for

large-scale operations financed on a shoestring.

He had used his

small capital as security, borrowed extensively, and built row after
row of'

houses for sale, until by 1871 his personal indebtedness ran

into six figures.

Here was a man who would not hesitate to plunge the

District into debt to achieve a goal he thought worth-while.

In the

heat of later battles, his enemies accused him of using his office to
better his personal fortunes, but 1in spite of some circumstantial
evidence, the charge never stuck.

He was a ruthless fighter for what

he believed in, and his highhanded disregard of law made him a dangerous
adversary.

He cherished visions for Washingt on, and, in his determine,.

tion to embody them quickly, he rode roughshod over everybody and
everything that stood in his way.13
Arbitrary power vested in a strong-willed but essentially honest

13 Ibid., pp. 396, 42$; The Nation, 18/#469, 2$ Jun 74, P• 407;
Franklin T. Howe, "The Brd of Public Wks, 11 CHS Rec.... , III, 267. 1(.
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man might have had few tmhsppy consequences had Shepherd possessed
engineering experience.
ment of Distr;i.ct affairs,

A "show of activity and energy" in the manage-

:..11.! Nation remarked,

had to do duty for

"technical knowledge and administrative experience."

Ignorant of the

technical problems involved, Shepherd saw no reason to wait for advice.
I f the engineer and the architect on the Board urged caution upon him,
he swept it_aside.

His temperatmental impatience over arzy- del9iY and

his domination of his fellows explain the speed with which the Board
rushed into action.

Many years later

a warm

friend, Shepherd's secretary

during 1873, wrote of the Board of Public Works:

"Its powers were beyond

control, its work was of a magnitude never before attempted by any
similar body within so short a ·space of time. 1111 Baron Haussmann took
ten years to carry out his plans for Paris.

Shepherd's unwillingness

to take time to have accurate blueprints prepared, his readiness to
improvise) and his insistence upon trying to complete a vast program
within the span of three years largely caused his undoing.

More impor-

tant, his haste brought upon the District the bankruptcy that cost
citizens Home Rule.
The "Comprehensive Plan of Improvements"
•

On 17 May 1871, two d9iYs after the inauguration, the Board
engaged William Forsythe, formerly a surveyor of Washington, to map the
District, indicating problems of terrain and drainage and how best to

l1 Nation, 18,f!:469, 25 Jun 74, p. 407; Howe, "Board of Public
Works," CHS Receal&, III, 272.
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overcome them.

Five weeks later the Board presented the legislature

with a "comprehensi,ve plan" of improvements.

As the haste with which

it was prepared sugg~ed, it was more comprehensive than detailed.
scope was tremendous.

~

Its

called for altering street levels to make

possible a drainage system for Washington and Georgetown which -would
carry off all surface water and sewage for a thickly settled area •
.All streets in the heart of Washingtdn were to be paved, all, that is,
in an area roughly encompassed between the Mall and P street on the
north, New Je:i:sey avenue on the east and New Hampshire avenue on the
west, as well as all the main arteries extending to the city limits and
the connecting county roads.

Parking such as Mayor Bowen had intro-

duced would narrow the streets, reduce costs and leave space for shade
trees.

Worried taxpayers, aghast at the scale of operations projected,

pointed out that the work of a few weeks was insufficient to produce
an adequate survey, a plan based on lmowledge of the problems involved
and a sound estimate of costs.

But the legislature accepted Shepherd's

cost figures at face value, approved the entire plan early in July and
authorized the four-million-dollar bond issue the Board requested.
work of tearing up the streets began almost at once.

The

Shepherd later

justified his course by declaring that the Board's function was to
effect improvements "as rapidly as possible • • •• , in order thalt in this
respect the capital of the nation might not remain a quarter of a
century behind the times 0 1115

l5 Investigation, 1872, pp. h5, 735; Patriot, 27, 30 Jun, l, 4,
15 Jul, 3 .Aug 71. Maps showing the areas of work on sewers and streets
appear in the ~ 2f. ~ Board 2f. Public Works, 1872, and 1873.
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As soon as tl-.e loan bill passed, large property-owners protested.

So far from objecting to a public works progran, they insisted they
would welcome an;y well-thought out plan based upon careful engineering
studies.

They urged the propriety of a p~-as-you-go method, raising

a million and a half dollars by a special tax and undertaking, to
begin with, orey part of the program.
idea.

Shepherd would not hear of the

With Board of Trade back_ing,opponents of the loan then obtained

a court injunction against sale of the bondsJon the grounds that the
act creating the Territory specified that voters must approve any increase
in the public debt above

5 percent of the assessed valuation of property

in the District, and the carry-over of municipal indebtedness would
bring the total debt to 9 percent were the loan accepted.
lature met this challenge by imposing a

The legis-

5 percent income tax and

by

authorizing anticipation of a nalf million dollars of current revenue
to start the Board's work.

Still, lest the court decision prove adverse,

the territorial legislature passed a second four-million-dollar loan
bill with a safeguarding clause providing for a referendum to voters.
This provision demanded a special election in November, but the expense
of holding a second polling six months af't,cr the first was no deterrent.
Ai'ter all, the Patriot remarked, all r.1enbero of the House of Delegates
together paid scarcely $2$00 in truces.16

16

Baltimore Sun 25, 26 Jul 71; Patriot 24 Jul, 5, 20 Aug 71,
15 Feb 72; rar, l,
71; Jcurnal,House 2f. Delegates, I, 685, 9, 23
Aug 71
; ournal Council 2f. District o.f Columbia, I, 139, 161, 11,
169~U&6n (hereafu;r ,,cited Council,Journal).
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The Board of Public Works, using the half million dollars at its
disposal, made the most of its patronage.

Former Ma;yor Bowen, doubtless

a prejudiced observer, remarked that the House of Delegates had supinely

surrendered all power by allowing the Board to control appointments to

•

positions which by law could have been elective.

Where the city cor-

poration of Washington had had ten salaried officials in its street
department, Shepherd engaged eighty-six, and hopes of additional wellpe,ying jobs to oome if the loan went through added bait.

The thousande

of men employed in digging up the streets could be persuaded to vote
for their bread and butter,

For three months advertisements announcing

the coming referendum appeared in each of Washington's sixteen newspapers,
daily in several of them, a device for subsidizing the press, the opposition contended; necessary publicity, the Board declared.

According to

'

its enemies, the ''Ring" took the further precaution of importing voters

from Maryland and Virginia.

At the polls anti-loan ballots bearing

the invidious label "Against Special Improvements" were so hard to
obtain that most dissidents had to wri·l;e out their own ballots.
victory of' the Board of Public Works was oomplete.

The

The oourts pronounced

the first loan legal only a few da;ys before voters, twelve to one,
endorsed the seoond loan and elected acquiescent men to the House of
Delegates.

The vote was far smaller than in April; the haves, feeling

the contest with have-nots hopeless, sta;yed at home,17

One indignant

citizen who described himself as "a poor colored man, who has been a

1 7 Investigation, 1872, pp, 9, 89, 170, 190, 442, 614, 698;
Baltimore Sun, 7 Aug, 18 Nov 71; Patriot, 27 Oct, 25 Nov 71.
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preacher among his people for over twenty years," complained to Co~ress
of the ooercion to which workingmen had been subjected,

The loan

election, he asserted, was no more free than "was the pretended election
of Napoleon to be Emperor of France. 1118 Men who believed the program of

•

the Board extravagant and its methods arbitrary and irresponsible were
left wit h no recourse but appeals to Congress and oourt action following

refusal to pay the assessments levied upon them,
Although later developments abundantly established the folly of
much of Shepherd I s precipitate planning-- some of it obviously based on
sheer guesswork- -and although his steam-roller tactics wer e frequently
l awless, the imagination and com-age he brought to bear upon his task
command admiration.

Unsatisfied with half-measures, he believed nothing

short of reshaping the entiT"e city of Washington would answer, and
piecemeal execution of the job would impt'!!'il the whole.

Apart from

new bridges across Rocle Creek to ease communication with the capital,

Georgetown could get along with minor changes, just as better bridging
of the Potomac I s Eastern Branch and a few improved roads north and east
would suffice for tr.e county.

But Shepherd was detennined to make

Washington "a city worth;y of the Nation's c.,apital,"

-

His program of

grading the streets aimed not only at the creation of"adequate drainage

•

system but also, by levellir.g hilly stretches and filling hollows, at
giving the avenues uniform gradients and opening the Cap1.tol to view

18 H Mis Doc 58, u2C, 2S, 29 Jan 72, Ser 1525.

from every part of the c:i.ty.19

Since he was building :Cor the future,

streets still empty of residences must be improved with the rest.
Yet in early 1871, despite some post-war building, every section
of Washington contained unkempt vacant lots; open fields still ringed
the area north of O street and east of the Caoi tol beyond the newly
laid out Lincoln Park,

•

On 7th street horsecars ran to the city limits,

but on 14th and 9th streets the lines ended at Sand M streets
respectively.

A single house, -occupied by a fortune-teller, stood on
;

Massachusetts avenue west of 17th street, while the debris left af'ter
the recent removal of Hopkins' brickyard cluttered the stretch beyond
Dupont Circle.

Shepherd, however, reasoned that once supplied with

urban facilitiee the capital would grow, and the city must be read,y.
The upturn in real estate lent him encouragement.

In the spring of

1871 a syndicate of California miners, which included Curtis J. Hillyer,
Thomas Sunderland and Senator William Stewart of Virginia City, Nevada,
put some $.600,000 into land in the Dupont Circle area.

There on the

square northwest of the circle "Stewart Castle," as imposing as its name
implied, began to rise two years later, while Hillyer built an elaborate
house on Massachusetts avenue where the Cosmos Club stands today.

•

From

the beginning Shepherd could argue that. if California miners saw fit to
invest in Washington real estate, no one need worry for the city•s .f'uture. 20

,,
l9 Pree. Message to Congress, 4 Dec 71, H Ex Doc 1, 42C, 2S,
p, XIV, Ser 1502; Investigation 1872, p. 739; Rpt !Fw, 1873, pp. 3-5.
20 Investigation, 1874,

II

209, 220; Patriot, 20 Aug 72.
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However far-sighted in envisioning his goals, Shj3pherd diaplayed
lll3'0pic indifference to the cost of attaining them.

He seemed to combine

the gambler's belief that somehow things would break right with a Mosaic
faith that in a crisis manna would descend from heaven, in this case

•

the United States goverrnnent.

His creed was:

let the bills fall where they might.

•

thick and fast.

go ahead, do the job, and

Immediately they began to fall

The Board enlarged its staff to 203 salaried officials,

expanded its program and specified for most of the streets asphalt or
wood paving instead of the much cheaper macadem planned at first.

To

ensure no one's stopping him before it was too late, Shepherd decreed
that work should start in every section of the city at once.

When

Congress reconvened in December 1871, members beheld "miles of incomplete sewers, half-graded streets and half-paved sidewalks. 11 21 Though
cold weather halted much of the work, by March 1872 the Board had
spent over $2,000,000.
During seven months of 1871, moreover, the legislature had

approved bond issues totalling i1,45o,ooo for purposes not originaUy
included in the public works program - $450,000 in water bonds, t;.600,ooo
of Piedmont Railroad bonds, $300,000 market-house bonds and $100,000 for

•

relief of Chicago after fire razed that city in October 1871.

Belated

discretion stopped the issue of the railroad bonds and half the markethouse bonds, but large t8JCl)ayers still distrusted the legislature.

21

Investigation, 1872, pp.

As

363-64, h04; Baltimore Sun, 5 Dec 71.
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they stated to Congress, in a half year the territorial government had
sanctioned an indebtedness larger than that of all but seven states of
the Union, all told

f:9,L5o,ooo,

nearly three times the debt the District

cit ies and county had accumulated in seventy yeara. 22
The Investigation of 1872
In January 1872 the House Committee on the District opened the
first of two long investigations into the

11

A£fairs of the District of

Columbia", for memorials signed by some 1200 citizens contained charges
which the most ardent supoorters of President Grant dared not ignore in
an election year. 23

One petition, directed primarily at the Board of

Public Works, listed some sixteen abuses ranging from carelessness to
oubright corruption.

The other memorial confined itself to presenting

evidence of the territorial government's reckless spending and requesting
Col"€ress to forbid further increase in the District debt:

"The minority,

appalled by the perception that five voters who had nothing might surely
be counted on to tax the property of a sixth, made no effort at the
polls.

Your memorialists on that occasion /J,he loan referendrri7 saw

reason to fear that if the sum had been $600;000,000, the vote wouJ:d have
been Uie same."

A defender of the good intentions of the Board of

Public Works wrote at the end of the century:

"It was noticeable•

however, that but few of the small real estate owners were among those

22 Investigation, 1872, pp. 8-9,
23 Ibid., pp. 1-2, 8- 10; ~ Globe, 1i2c, 2s, 22 Jan 72, pp. 501i-o6.
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who became opposed to the march of improvements.

Those who were most

active in opposition to the Boa,:d and its work were men of wealth who
could well afford to pay the special taxes assessed against their

property because of the increased value that the improvements gave
it.

1124

Well-to-do men, it is true, led the fight, but the fact that a

good many householders, unable to pay the special asseslllllents and taxes
when due and faced With a 3 percent penalty for every month of delinquenc~, eventually lost their homes for non-payment suggests that more
than the wealthy felt alann. 2S
best
Of the four main categories of complaint, the/ substantiated charge

was the needless expense and faulty execution of work on the street$.
The Board of Public Works had altered grades "without discretion or
fixed plan."

For ex.:?rnple, the grading of the streets west of the

White House where the ground rose slightly before descending into
Foggy Bottom at 22nd street cost $300,000, whereas the city corporation
had estimated $600 enough to do what was necessary.

And the lowering of

the street level left houses perched upon embankments that barred access
to stables and outbuildings i n t he r e ar.

Workmen lay-i.ng a sewer on

2nd street found when digging reached the point of junction with a main

·
,24 I nves +·
,1.gat ion,
1872, ·p. 9; Howe, ''The Board of Public Works,"
CHS RecoP!ie, III, 267.
2S Marian Gouverneur, As !. Remember p. 3S3; Patriot, 2.5 Aug,
30 Nov 71; The Natio11, 18
4b9, 25 Jun 74,
407; Investigation,
1872, pp. ls'!f; 589-97.

4tz

p,.

22
sewer that the lateral line was too lmf; because the engineer in charge
had guessed at the levels, the contractor had to lay an entirely new
sewer to drain into 111other main.

For the improvement of 7th street

runnirig out through the county to the District line, the Board had

•

requested $25,000, by nerrorn listed at $~00 in the plan submitted to
the legislature, but had spent $95,000; to complete the job would take

•

another $70,000.

The majority of the House COl11J!littee, while deploring

the Board's miscalculations, declared them nirely ha.,est lllistakes.26
The conmrl.ttee had faith that the Board in the future would take more

care.
The angry protests at the Board of Public Work's reversal of the
decision to narrow and dredge the Washington canal in order to open it
to navigation and enable a one-way flow of water to wash sewage far out
into the Eastern Branch received a less syI11pathetic hearing,
admitted to ignoririg the advice of General Meigs, the

8I'!ey'

The Board

engineer

chiefly responsible for the Washington aqueduct, and of four or five
other experts upon sanitation, but it was easy to produce reputable
contrary scientific opinion that the health of the city left no alternative to filling the canal along B street to its debouchment at 17th.
Seven of the nine Congressional committee members reported the sacrifice
of the $50,000 alreaey spent on dredging a regrettable loss but one
•

inescapably incmTed in the course of acting in the best long-tenn

26

Investigation, 1872, pp. XIII, XV-XVIII, 127-31, 206-07,

213, 223, 228-32, 235-36, 277-78, 289, 346.
I,

\
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interests of the city. 27
To just ify the freedom with which the territorial government had
spent public money was more difficult.

Two Democratic members of the

cOl'IJllittee upheld the memorialists contention that irresponsible extr avagance marked virtually every act of the legislature as well as of the
Board of Public Works.

•

A payroll of

~6oo,ooo

for salaried officials,

contingent, expenses for seven months amounting to a larger sum than the
wealthiest state in the Union allowed for a year, the $100,000 -spent on
rented offices and the $113,000 on advertising were all indications of

an attitude not to be encouraged.

One witness aet the expenses of the

District goverment at 300 to 400 percent higher than the city• s had
been.

But because figures showed that the District debt, including

the old corporation debts, had already reached $9,000,000 1the committee
majority felt all necessary safeguards 98ainst further loose spending
prov1ded for by the t10,ooo,ooo debt limit which Congress had recently
imposed. 28 That legal limitati"on seemingly 1118t the demands of many of
the memorialists.
The fourth group of charges were the most serious.

In addition

to accusing the Board of Public Works of impor•ting Negroes from Virginia
and Maryland to vote for the $4,000,000 loan and of coercing Board

•
See

27 Ibid. , 113-56, 198- 205, 211-29, 346-48; Patriot, 6 Jan 72 •
also S Mis Doc 14, 42C, 2S, Ser 1181.
28 Imestigation, 1872, p;. XI-XIII.

24
employees to support it, the petitioners undertook to prove that the
five men in whom the law had vested extraordinary authority were daily
exceeding their alreaey extensive legal powers, notahl, by starting
new projects without waiting for legislative approval and then by paying
•

out public money through a Board officer instead of submitting vouchers
to the District Treasurer for payment.

•

Perhaps the
very gravity of these
,

indictments militated against the Congressional committee's accepting
them as valid.

And much of the evidence was not incontrovertible,

though the testimony of the District auditor that he knew nothing about
Board e:xpenditures might well have sounded ominous.

Probably the most

compelling argument in the Board I s favor was its avowed eagerness to do
a needed job quickly; the public, while inconvenienced at times, had
suffered no real injury and later would benefit, and if excessive zeal
for improvements had led those in charge to take shortcuts, their
ultimate goal was so desira~e that criticisms of their procedures were
uncalled foro 29 The committee majority, including such able lawyers as
Luke Poland of Maine, cQlllJ11ended instead of censurillfl these five "highroinded," energetic men end,in order to abet their work>recommended
"generous appropriations from Congress in some manner corresponding to
the valuation of the property owned by the United States."
l

A minority report signed by two Democrats, John Crabs of Ohio
•

and Robert Roosevelt of New York, declared the memorialists• contentions established and urged the remeey of amending the territorial act

93,
29 Investigation, 1872, PP• VIII-XIII,/431-32.
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to make all officials except the Governor elective and hence responsible
to the public. Roosevelt, thirty years later best known as the uncle
of a Republican President, argued that Co~ress, having let distrust of
the District I s ignorant Negro voters persuade it to create an undemoc••
ratic local goveX'Il!llent, should now show faith in the people.
House of Representatives was tired of the controversy.

•

But the

The hearings

had lasted four months, during which Shepherd had had to suspend all
work on the streets.

It was time to get on with the job, and since the

new debt limit left only a million dollars for the Board of Public
Works to spend, economy henceforward '11:>uld guide it.

Roosevelt,

prophesying with painful accuracy that the Board would rapidly run the
debt to ~20,000,000, at length induced the House to inquire into the
sums of money the Board figured necessary to finish its undertakings.
But when Shepherd's reply pointed to tl,240,920 owed by·the United
States for improvements to federal property and set the costs to the
District at not more than his original estimate of six and a quarter
million dollars, the 42nd Congress accepted the statement.JO
Attitudes of the Local Press
Except for the Patriot, which cried "Whitewash," the local newspapers acclaimed the outcome of the House investigation.

Progress had

triumohed over petty fault.finding, and Congress would now vote money
to cover the federal goverrunant's share of the cost of improvements.

30 ~ - , XII-XIX; 2™ Globe, 42G, 2S, ftnpendix, 17 May 72, PP•
428-36, 42G, JS, u Dec 72, p. 23; H Rpt 7, lt2C, JS, 20 Dec 72, Ser 1576.
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Why the local press so consistently upheld Boss Shepherd is hard to

comprehend, for however inconclusive much of the testimony, the 650
closely printed paces of hearings contain more than a little damaging
evidence presented by public-Spirited men of unimpeachable integrity.
Shepherd's quarter owner ship of the Star might account for that paper's
Views, but why other Washington papers wrote as if criticiS!'!S of the

•

Board of Public Works constituted lest majeste' admits of no such
explanation.

Fear of discouraging C.Oneressional generosity to the

District was doubtless one reason.

Presumably newspaper men, like

numberless other citizensibelieved that once the Board had carried its
work far enough the federal government would assume payment of the

$h,COO,OOO loan, and the Star dared think the government would also
agree to meet part of the District's routine expenses.

Furthennore,

Shepherd was shrewd enough always to put his best foot forward in
dealing with the press, and the official advertising that ran month
after month in several Washington dailies represented a steady source
of income no businessman would want to lose.

Editors and business

managers hoping to see Washington grow may have looked upon the public
works program as their best guarantee.

And until the reelection of

Grant, local Republican sheets might hesitate to attack a regime in the
Di.strict intimately associated with Republican party power.

But by 1873,

with the Grand Old Party safe for another two yeus, editors anc1 owners
might have been expected to scrutinize the local scene more critically.
They didn't.

Till the day of its death in June 187!.i the Board of Public

Works remained all but sacrosanct; the Patriot expired in November 1872,

27
and thereafter no Washington paper took exception to what Boss Shepherd
chose to do.

Though out-of-town journals were far less inhibited, the

investigation of 1872 attracted little notice, and only months later
did big city dailies begin to allude to Washington I s "lammany" and
speak of analogies between the "Board of Public Works Ring'* and the
Ring of the recently indicted Boss Tweedo31
Progress of the Public Works Program
By mid-May 1872 Shepherd, armed with Congressional blessings,

was in a position again to hurry fcrvard work on the streets.

Seemingly

nothing now need slow progress - except the occasional necessity for
redoing improperly planned or shoddily performed jobs, such as ripping
up rewly paved streets in order to lay sewer pipes somehow forgotten
when paving began.

In actuality, serious delays occurred in the

autumn when an epizootic disease killed or crippled hundreds of draft
horses needed to cart the tons of earth removed from cuts and wanted
for fills.

Shepherd, however, refused to recognize man-made obst,;uc-

tions. .Multiplying suits brought into court by taxpayers who declared
the assessments levied upon them excessive failed to stop him.

If

popular anger mounted upon learning of the rebates allowed Senators but
denied humbler people, the rebates were after all small.

And when

property-owners on M street engaged their own surveyors and proved

3l Patriot, 3, 25 Jul, 20 Aug 72; F.
Monarchy, p. 23; ~ , 3 Mar 730

c.

Adams,~ Little

28
•
that Board measurements had foisted upon them $50,000 of over-assess-

ments, the Board adjusted the bills.

Instead of protesting against a

special tax for sewer construction in addition to other levies, people
should be grateful for having sewers. When the Star carried sixteen
pages of official advertisements of property to be sold at auction for
non-payment of taxes, the Board of Public Works did not falter; somebody 'IIOuld always step in and buy.

The Nation 1 s comment that "property

originally valuable has been 'improved' and assessed out of existence"
simply meant that smart men could pick up good bargaina 0 32
Householders, Board attitudes impl:..ed, naturally had to endure
BOll'e inconvenience, but they would later forget it.

11

It was a daily

occurrence," one man wrote, "for citizens to leave their houses as
usual in the morning, and when they returned at evening to find the
sidewalks and curbs, which not unfrequently had, but recently /f,eei/
laid anew, at their own expense, all torn up and carted away•"

Changes

in the established grades left some houses teetering on banks twenty
feet above street level "while others were covered nearly to their
roofs.

Not unfrequently, buildings had their foundations so injured

tha.t they were in danger of falling, and then the owners were notified
•

thet they must render t.'iem safe within 30 d8;rs or they would be pulled
down at their expense!"

The Star in the thick of the turmoil explained:

1
32 Patr-lot, 20, 28 ftug, 9, lu, 20 Sep 72; Star, 30 Sep 72; Nation,
15, ~ 38&, 21 Nov 72, p. 329; Imrestigation l87u;--l , Journal of the
Committee, PP• 6, 11, Ill,
1985.
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"This revolutionary Washington required strong, resolute men, who
cocld not be turned aside by clamor, or induced to take a vacillating
irresolute course. 11 33 Even the furor over the tearing down of the
Northern Liberties market house had no effect; Shepherd sad arranged
to entertain at his farm five miles out 7th street the one judge in the
District who could have issued an injunction to stop the demolition,
but the fight between the wrecking crew and marketmen, ending only when
falling timeers killed one of the butchers, was merely an unfortunate
accident.

Letters and pamphlets bearing titles like "Our Little

Monarchy" and "More about our Washington Tammany, Its Tool in Congress"
left Shepherd and his cohorts unmoved.

The elections of 1872 had

returned their friends to Congress and to the District legislature.
Let the "obstructionists" of the "factious ••• malignant and mendacious
opposition" squawk if they must 0 34
Loolq of the "New Washington"
Indeed the physical changes the Board of Public Works had effected
in Washington by the spring of 1873 took much of the wind out of the
sails of critics and led visitors to declare the results the Board had
achieved justification of its "despotic power." Where the old canal
•

had stretched its SD1elly length from 7th street to 17th street below the
•

!!!2

33 E. E. Barton, Historical and Commercial Sketches of Washi~ton
Environs, Pf>,29, 30; §1£, 29 Jul, 15 Oct 73; BaltimoreSun, 4p 72 •

.34 Patriot, 19 Sep, 8 Oct 72.
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Whit9 House "park", solid ground extended, drained by a strongly constructed sewer.

If soJ.d, the land thus reclaimed, the Board asserted,

110uld reimburse the United States four times over for the cost of the
fill.

Another main sewer draining the area to the east emptied into

the Eastern Branch, while the L street line debouching into Rock Creek
served a section of the city hitherto lacking any sewerage.

Similarly

the extension of water mains had brought Potomac water to a number of
areas, while brick or cement sidewalks, miles of wooden pavement 1 and
some concrete and some mac&da.~ized roadways ended the mi sery of dust
in summer and heavy mire at other seasons.

When new the 'expensive

wood pavements seemed to contrast favorably wi•th the tarred crushed stone
surfaces in Paris, where "Imperial Hausmann L5ii7 humbugged the world
for a short space of time into believing in macadmn for city uses."
Since streets and alleys occupied 54 percent of all the area within
Washington's limits, compared to
Paris,

35

35

percent in Vienna, 25 percent in

percent in New York and 29 percent in Philadelphia, the most

resentful taxpayer could see that the job done was tremendous and that
his money had served some useful purpose.

Gone was the filth on

Pennsylvania avenue which had annoyed the Russian Grand Duke Alexis

•

during his visit in 1871.

Of Washington's ·•marvelous transfonnation"

the Cincinnati Gazette wrote, "Probably no city in the Union has as
many miles of smooth streets and wide new sidewalks."

JI long

the

parkings created by the device Mayor Bowen had introduced, grass and
thousands of shade trees selected and planted by botanical experts were
beginning to give a green beauty to the public ways.

Eighty-five years
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later the elJn trees and wide lawns flanking 16th street would still
cham Washingtonians, while the strip of turf and old trees dividing
New York avenue into two roadways would please motorists still better.35
The visible progress of the public works program inspired other
enterprise also.

Long-postponed discussion of how to finance completion

of the Washington Monument resumed.

In 1873 the Baltimore and Potomac

Railroad opened a large new stone depot on 6th street at 8 and though
the location in the bed of the old Wlishington canal gave envious B & 0
officials opportunity to gibe at the "Sewer Route", the ponderous
Gothic architecture of the new station gratified the city.

Little by

little householders felt stirred by an unfamiliar civic pride which,
the

~

proclaimed, "prorrd.ses almost as much in behalf of the future

growth of the city as the grand sysT.em of public works." "l'axation and
the special assessments frightened many people, but others looked upon
the "new Washi.ngton" as a sound place for real estate investment.
During 1872 over 1200 new buildings went up, sales of real estate ran
to f-l0,000,0001 and 1873 was topping that record.

Extension of street

railwa,ys north, west, and eastward across the Eastern Branch into
Uniontown opened up new residential areas.

As the Connecticut <).Venue

line crept out toward Dupont Circle, Alexander Shepherd built an
elal::orate "mansion" at the oorner of the avenue and L street, and on
N

street, Marer the site of Senator Stewart• s "castle," the British

35 Rpts of BPW, 1 Nov 72 and 1 Nov 73, esp, p. 11. Star, 4 Nov 71,
20 Nov 72, and 21 Nov 72, quoting Cincinnati Gazette, 14 Feb 73 quoting
Lippincotts Magazine.

\

32
govermnent purchased land and built a house for Her Majesty's minister.
This, except for the building bought by Prussia in 1866, was the first
legation in Washington to be owned by a foreign government.36
The United States govermnent itself caught the fever for improve-

Jll8nt.

Purchase of

w.

W, Corooran' s country estate, "Harewood, 11 enlarged

the groun"ls of the Soldiers I Home and provided a charming park on Washington's outskirts.

The Commissioner of Public Buildings, eager to start

a national zoological garden, put a caged American eagle into Franklin
square, two deer and later a pair of prairie dogs into Lafayette Square
and, having "purchased and liberated" a hundred pairs of English and
Gennan sparrows, reported proudly in 1873 that these "valuable" birds
were multiplying.37

After the Board of Public Works had removed the

street railway tracks from the Capitol grounds, Congress authorized the
development of the

11

Capitol Park" where Frederick Olmstead would again

display the talent for landscape architecture that had made his laYQut
of New York's Central Parle famous.

Even The Nation which had displayed

more skepticism about the Board of Public Works' competence than most
journals admitted:

"the improfements have attracted a respectable class

36 Georgetown Courier, 18 May 72; Patriot, 5 Sep 72; H Rpt 48,
42C, 2S, 19 .Apr 72, Ser 1528; ~ Globe, h2c, 2S, 19 .Apr, 14 May 72,
pp, 2587-88, 3409; H.W, Schotter, The Growth and Development 2f. ~
Pennsylvania Railroad Cot;any, pp, ""So-87; Star---:--1, 11 Jan, 17 Jul, 19
Dec 73, 24 Jan, 18 May 7; Investigation, ~ II, 261; .Baltimore
Sun, 27 Feb, 4 Nov 72.
37 ~ . 10 Dec 72, 10 Sep, 17 Dec 75; Comr Public BJ.dgs and
Grounds, in An'l Rpts Ch/Engrs to Sec/war, Appendix BB, 1872, p . 10,
1873, PP• 10-12, 1874, p. 11, 1875, P• lli, lfl76, p . 12.

33
of winter residents who formerly held it ffeashingtoif in great
contempt. 11 38
Business Prospects
The arrival of new residents, if only for the winters, fanned
hopes that Washington would not long remain "simply the seat of the

•

General Government and ••• be without a single manufacturing establishment or a single wholesale business house. 11
C & O canal made fuel inexpensive,

Coal shipments down the

While the local newspapers drummed

away at the advantages of the District for manufacturing. the House of
Delegates talked of putting up a building equipoed with steam power
where mechanics could rent space.

Why, asked one delegate, was the

District not "the Lowell, the Lynn, or the Worcester, of the country?"
Men agreed that the area lacked skilled labor and needed more railroads, but ~ 1 mid-1872 Congress had consented to let the Orange
Alexandria and Manassas Railroad and the Washington and Point Lookout
Railroad run tracks into the District and authorized the territorial
goverment's subscribing to stock in the projected Piedmont and Potomac
'Railroad.

Furthermore, early tne next year an appropriation of f:50,000

for dredging the river and deepening Washington's and Georgetown's

•

harbors promised to increase river shipping,

If, enthusiasts argued,

the price of land between Georgetown and the Great Falls were lowered,

38 Rpts Architect of Caoitol Extension in Rpts Seo/Int, 1873,
p . 768, Ser 16ol, 1874, p. 734, Ser 1639; Nation, 18,:f;= 467, 11 Jun
74, p. 376.
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advertising the power available .ii'Ould attract Norther n capital and the
skilled workers t,1

lllllll

new factori-es;. the 34-ioot drop from canal to

r iver could supply a nW11ber of textile plants and at least one large
rol ling ll!ill, besi des the ten flour and sawmills already drawing power
from the canal.

One promoter undertook to raise money in England for

development at the Great Falls.

Although by 1873 new industry had not

yet appeared, s ave a small boot and shoe factory and a lock and bolt
canpaey, and although, compared to the 6o percent of the District's
•

wor king population engaged in personal and professional occupations,
the 23 percent in "manufacturing and mechanical" jobs was small,
optimism prevailed among business leaders.39 Insurance companies were
multiplying, canal traffic was growing, a new National bank opened,
and two of Washington's four savi~s banks during 1872 and early 1873
were paying 6 percent intereet on deposits,

Before the late summer of

1873 anger at the expenditures of the Board of Public Works failed to
breed discouragement in Washington's Board of Trade.40
Petty tradesmen and workingmen, unaccustomed or unable to carry
on by borrowing, probably looked w:\.th dismay at the course of events,

39 Nation. l~, -ljr-386, 21 Nov ,2, p; 328-30; Patriot, 3, 21
Feb, 6 Mar, 19 Sep, 2 Oct 72; Sta_r,, 11 Hay '11, 20 Mar, 12 Apr, 5 Jun
72, 8 Jul 73; Co$g Globe, 42C, 2S, 19 Jan, 23 ~eb, 3, 19 Apr, 4 Jun
72, pp. 479, 117, 2122-23, 2167, 2586-88: 4219-20, and Appendix, 21,
23 May 72, pp,
; Journal House of Delegates, 1871, I, • 686;
S Mis Doc 15, 42C, JS, 17 Dec 72, Ser 1546; Rpt Comr F.duc in Rpt
Sec/Int, 1872, p. 398, Ser 1561.
40 Washington and Georgetown Directories, 1871 and 1873;
tar, 2 Jul 72, 10 S~>p 73; Patriot 27 Aug 72; S Mis Docs, 68 and 88,
, 2s, 12, 21 Feb 73, Ser 1546.
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but their opinions, if voiced, got scant public notice.

Small shop~

owners lost money from having their places of business made inaccessible
by streets torn up for months at a time during which taxes and assess-

ments continued.
•

Day laborers employed by the Board of Public Works

or its local contractors had to accept the wage rates paid men brought in
by New York and Philadelphia contractors) though the Board had first
stipulated a $1.50 a day minimum wage, and in June 1872 the territorial
legislature called for a t.2.00 minimum for an eight-hour day.

Plasterers

and carpenters made feeble attempts to organize unions, a Trade Union
Central Conunittee formed,and the National Labor Council i'Bld two or
three meetings.

The results were negligible.

And since unions as a

matter of course excluded Negroes, even efficient labor organizations
would have provided few benefits for a large part of the District's
work force.

Skilled artisans like members of the typographical, book-

binders' and stone-cutters' unions were in a different situation, and
in 1872 the thousand men employed at the Navy Yard were earning from

f,2.50 to ~5.oo a day.41 But

eey

of them who owned property in the

District were subject to heavy taxation. When the panic of 1873 struck
in September, craftsmen suffered along with common laborers and
capitalists.

41 City Directory, 1871; Patriot; 3 Jun 71, l Oct 72, 13 Jun
73; Star, 12 Feb, 17 Jun 72, 3, 8, 11, 25 Jul 73, 23 Jan, 6 Apr 74;
Chronicle, 13 Apr 74; Nation, 18,~ 469, 25 Jun 74, p. 407.
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Finencial Collapse of the Territorial Government
Meanwhile Washington's new splendor was costing more than the
Board of Public Works itself knew.

While its friends repeated that

it had done its work "honestly and economically" and scoffed at hints
that its books needed auditing, during the spring of 1873 signs were
increasing that its bookkeeping methods were casual in the extreme and
its Treasurer knew neither the total of h:ls clisbursemente nor what money
had gone for.

In fact, despite a Congressional appropriation of three

and a half million dollars to cover the costs of improvements to federal
property, by July the Di.strict was banlTUpt.

It tried payi1,g its

employees in bonds for a time, but by the end of the summer was unable
to pay w98es in any form.

School teachers, clerks, police, firemen, and

day laborers had to tighten their belts.42 In September came the
failure of the banking house of Jay Cooke and Compaey and the beginning
of a country-wide depression.

Bank

after bank suspended payment, When

the First National Bank of \~ashington closed its doors, its president
Henry D. Cooke resigned as governor of the Di.strict.43 President Grant
appointed Alexander Shepherd to the post, but Shepherd, for all his
assurance, could no longer obtain credit for the District.
•

"The recent

financial troublee,r reported the Board of Public Works in November
"prevented aey realization f'r1m a sale of the sewer certificates

42 Star 30 Apr, 9 Jun 13 Jul 73; Investigation, 1874, vol 1 1
pp. 462, 4o9, ;ol 2, pp. 12, 428; Nation, 17,lfT- , 7 ~ug 73, P• 86; U,'5
~tats., 17, 406 and 526, 8 Jan, 3 Mar 73; Patriot 29 Jun 72.

--

b3 Star, 18, 19, 20, 22, 24, 27 Sep 72.

37
authorized by an act of the legislature, approved June 26, 1873, which
had been negotiated in the city of New York at rates deemed advantageous
to the District.

Thus suddenly deprived of this means of resource, the

Banks were, in many instances, oompelled to pay the contractors with
these certificates, which, in coll11l!On wi.th all securities, had been
seriously affected in value."
•

Property-owners could not or would not

pay the special assessments.44 Taxpayers angry during prosperous times
grew panicky as financial pressures on everyone heightened.

In vain a

Washington real estate firm pointed out that, thanks to the federal
payroll, "no community in the country so rapidly regained its stability
or is in so good condition for progressive development."

The murmurs

of wrath which had steadily gained in volume from 1871 onward now
reached a roar.

A second Congressional investigation of "i'ffairs in

the District of ColU111bia11 began in February 1874.
High Society and its Doings
Shepherd put up a bold front during that winter of 1873-74.

As

his enemies gathered their forces, he not only prodded contractors to
hurry on with their jobs, but he and his wife carried on a round of
social activity perhaps designed to reassure the community of the
stability of its govermnent, perhaps merely to let r.im enjoy to the full
his status of g~vernor while it lasted.

Though a simplicity that

44 Rpt BPW, 1 Nov 73, p. 5; Star, 24 Jan 74; Investigation,
1874, ,a J:;.,&a 467; ~ Record, 43C, 1S, 17 Mar 74, p. 2183.
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included dining at five in the afternoon marked President Grant's
household, Governor Cooke had set his successor an example of lavish
entertaining.

"If' refined taste did not prevail, the defect was

covered by Oriental splendor," Emily Briggs had written of Henry
Cooke's parties.

"An official reception is given in mid-winter and

$1,00 is paid for the single item of roses alone." The Olivia Letters,
!

a collection of Miss Brigr,s' newspaper articles, noted:

"In other

cities of the Union the mansions of the opulent and hospitable are
thrown open because the host and hostess desire to see their guests.
In Washington this order is reversed."45 As "society col=" for
the first tillle began to appear in every metropolitan daily, "the passion
for notoriety to be won by prodigal display" found an outlet in the
capital.

If members of the newly organized Metropolitan Club at 15th

and H streets or the men who frequented the less select Washington

Club on New York avenue enjoyed hours spent in the clubrooms, and if
old Washingtonians treasured ,above all, invitations to the Horatio
King's literary soire"es - "The King Reunions" - or evenings at
Professor Henrj''s at the Smithsonian, the "pol5.tical element" preferred
to attend the endless succession of elaborate formal receptions.
•

There

"were to be seen a galro<y of diarncnds •irith Mrs. Fernando Wood attached
to the back of them," gowns of "extreme elegance" and an array of

340-41.

45 Poore, Reminiscences, II, 194, 259; OliVia Letters, pp. 257,
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important public figures. 46 Jlegun with Grant's first inaugural amid
rejoi cings over the departure of the unpopular and unpolished Andrew
Johnson, and then nouri shed by the influx of well-to-do winter residents drawn t o t he "new Washington", the fashion "for everyone who
ent ertains at all to think to outdo everyone in extravagance" had
reached such proportions before 1874 that the Star, uneasy over the
i mpending i nvestigation of District affairs, proposed:

"Let us have

cheaper pleasures, and it cannot be doubted that we shall soon hear
less of 'rings• and deficits from the public treasury • .,47 As head of
"the Monumental city, so celebrated for its lavish but tasteful hospi tality, " Governor Shepherd saw no wisdom in such co~; at least
his new house on Connecticut avenue continued to be the scene of
"brilliant" receptions, masquerade balls or dances held in "the new
ball room," and on every occasion the amiable host anJ his p,uests
getting as much satisfaction "as if no previous opoortunity had been
given to enjoy the hospitality of the Governor's residence. 11 48
Public Welfare and Private Charity
While the festiVities of high society mattered no more than

46

Patriot, 12 Feb 71; Baltimore~. 5, 13 Feb 72; Star, 17 Feb
72, l Jan 73; Marian Gouverneur, ~ ! l1emember, p. 352; Olivia Letters,
pp. 194, 320-22; Francis Blair Sands, ~ !ustory of.~ Metropolitan~.

47 Star, 18, 20 Jan 3, 4 Mar 73, 19 Jan 74.
48 Ibid., l. 2, 3, 6, 16, 24, 28 Jan, 11, 12 Feb 74; Chronicle,
27 Feb 74.
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fonierly to the thousands of citizens struggling to keep the wolf from
the door , the "fashionable" of the early 1870's, to a degree unknollil
in the Washi ngton of earl ier years, appeared to ignore the mi secy about
them.
:

Perhaps characteristic of the ambitious throughout the America

of t he gil ded age, that indifference was particularly noticeable in a
city where temporary residents who lacked roots in the community set
t he pace,

The charity ball and the benefit whist party had not yet

become a society routine.

Philanthropy did not diss.ppear:

w. W.

Corcoran built and endowed in memory of his wife the beautiful Louise
Home for impoverished elderly gentlewomen; a score of citizens contributed time and money to the Industrial Home School, to the orphan
asylums and to other good works; most of the Districts' 111 churches
helped "worthy" causes/ a woman's club sought to rescue unwilling
inmates of Washington's "houses of ill fame"; and a Citizens' Relief
ColllJTlittee collaborated with the Army Depot Commissary in trying to dole
out federal relief funds wisely.

But, unlike officials of the lllllnici-

pilities, the heads of the territorial governll'lent seemed to share the
apathy or blindness fashionable newcomer-a displayed.

Henry Cooke had

restricted his charitable efforts in the main to servi11g on the board
•

of the YNCA and as a Sunday School teacher.

Alexander Shepherd and

his closest associates divided their time between supervising the public
works program, maintaining their newly acquired social positions and
attending to their ]J8rsonal business affairs.

The columns of the Star

which for years had carried stories of want and endeavors to lighten
it now rarely wrote of civic 5.lls other than those due to apposing the

41
Board of Public Works. 49
Even the House of Deleg8tes, composed though it was of relatively
humble men, evinced similrr ostrich-like qualities.

Urged on by its

five Negro members, it passed acts to hring about racial non-discrimination but gave only fleeting attention to other social problems
besetting the District.
comment:

Some truth certainly clothed one contemporary

"There was never a time in Washington when the wants of the

laboring man and the poor were so little understood and so much neglected. 11
In 1872 while abject poverty endured

and,in spite of the efforts of the

Board of Health, disease spread in the Negro quarters, the legislature
had entered into an extraordinary agreement with the Washington Market
Company:

in return for use of the Pennsylvania avenue frontage of the

still unfinished m..rket house, delegates and Council members reduced
from i25,000 to $7,500 the company's annual ground rent which Congress
had earmarked for relief of the poor.

In belief that the government

would continue generous support of institutions like the public hospitals
and the city orphan asylums, and knowing that Congress had voted f..12,000
for care of the aged destitute, the legislature apparently persuaded
itself that the Board of Public Works was providing enough work to
prevent unemployment and that all was we11.50

49 Nation, 18, lfl:F 429, 18 Sep 73, p. 186 and4f):-430, 25 Sep 73,
p_ 202; Star, 8, 9, 13 May 73, 8 Feb 1920; Patriot, 18, 19 Sep, 30 Nov
71, 18 Jan 72; Rpt Comr Education in Rpt Sec/Int, 1872, ~ , P• 398,
Ser 1561; F. C. Adams, Our Little Monarchy, pp. lh-15.
50 F. C. Adams,~ Little Monarchy, p. 15; Journal of the .::Ouncil,
III, 19 Jan 72, P• 144, IV, 9 May 72, P• 38, 20 Jun 72, P• 211; H Ex Doc
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The Board of Health
At a time when obliviousness was vying with indifference and
black ignorance to heighten wretchedness in the District cities, the
services performed by the Board of Health stood out as a signal
achievement. The local press, intent upon boosting the Board of Public
Works, was not always sympathetic to the health officers' program; the
~atone point protested at continuing a body whose five members
got f2000 apiece "earned by throwing night soil at each other:"51
Fortunately their work spoke for itself.

Official reports presented

facts a reluctant public needed to !mow, and while doctors and the
sanitary inspectors were rarely in a position to eradicate the evils
they noted, they made an essential beginning in carrying on a campaign
of education, underscoring the importance of accurate vital statistics
and of establishing and enforcing a sound sanitary code.

By

exercising

BUCh authority to quarantine as they had, and assisted by a Congressional
appropriation, they gradually reduced the incidence of contagious
disease.

After an eighteen-month struggle to make vaccination compulsory

for "every man, woman and child" in the Di.strict, they halted a severe

16, 42c; JS, 31 May 72, Ser 1563; Patriot, 1 Jul 72; £2.!!& Record, hJC, 1s,
18 May 74, p. 3996. See also the reports on the Freedmen's Hospital, The
Columbia Hospital for Women, the Government Hospital for the Insane and
the reports of the Comr of Education in Rpts Sec/Int, 1871, pp. 391,
1145, 1158, 1163, 1165-66, 1175-76, Ser 1505 and 1506, 1R72, pp. 86o-68,
900, Ser 156o, 1873, p. 445, Ser 1601, 1R74, pp. 751, 765-70, 781-RJ,
787-88, Ser 1639.
51 ~ ,

15
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\

43
epidemic of S!llall pox which was ravaging Northern cities; that Washington was freed of it by midsummer 1873 was a tribute to the District
heal.th officers.52
Their attention to other forms of preventive medicine was
equally painstaking, albeit less successful.

They urged reclamation

along the river front of "the vast areas now partially submerged, and
on receding tides giving out poisonous vegetable emanations, generating
malaria." They fought for public baths and wash houses:

"Personal

filth ••• and the saturation of unwashed undergantients are among the
prolific generators of plague and pestilence." They strove to organize
an efficient street-cleaning service and regular garbage collections,

am,

however far they fell short of the ideal, the District cities at least
enjoyed greater cleanliness than in many yeers past.

In efforts to end

the nuisance of ani.'ltals running loose in the streets, the Board of
Health introduced a system of impounding.

The first catch, to everyone's

huge amusement, was three of President Grant's horses strayed from the
White House stable; it cost the President t6 to redeem them.53 Because,
despite the new sewers, hunrireds of privies still existed in Washington
and Georgetown, disposal of night soil was a more serious problem.

In

1874 a contract with the "Odorless Excavating Apparatus C',cmipany"

8,

52 St
6 Feb, 13, 21, Har, 12, 13, 17 Jun, 20 Aug, 16, 18 Oct
72, 15 Feb, , 9, 13 May, 23, 26 Jul 73; Patriot, 11 May, 16 Aug 71,
25 Sep 72, ~ Globe, 42C, 23, 15 Apr 72, P• 2L29, 18 Apr 72, p. 2527;
Rpt of Brd of Health in Comrs' Rpt, 1874, pp. 281-82, 289.

53 Comrs Rpt, 1874, pp. 110, 289, 292-95; §:!:!:£, 6 Jul, 25 Aug

71, 5 Aug 73.
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introduced the use of suction pumps and air-tight containers instead
of the buckets and open ca·rts formerly employed in removing night soil,
but wagons still carted it to the wharf at 17th street below the White
House and thence barges carried the load down the Potomac.

Odd as the

idea may sound to 20th century ears, the Board of Health strongly
advocated dispensing With water closets altogether:

the "earth closet

system ••• is cheaper and more salubrious," one report stated, citing
the findings of European sanitation experts.

The innovation would save

city water and provide fertilizer for arricul·~ure.54
While the Board of Health congratulated "a community unaccustomed
to sanitary restraints" for its general conformity to the new regulations, health officers failed to enlist public support for one of their
most far-sighted and significant proposals:

the elimination of alley-

dwellings.55 Dr. Verdi in 1872 first put the case for wiping out that
threat to public health, a danger "on account of its permanency; existing
at all hours, in every part of the city, behind the palatial mansion as
well as in front of the poor man's hut •••
"I allude to the hundred miles or roore of alleys which run

through our squares, and which receive the filth that flows from almost
everJ house in our city.

They ere generally badly paved and undrained,

and yet are used as the repository of all the disgusting and foul refuse

1
54
73.

!'.!_triot, 10 Aug 71; Comrs Rpt, 18711, pp. 292-93; Star, 9 Jul

55 Comrs. Rpt, 1874, p. 279.

of our dwellings...

These alleys should not exist, and if they are

tolerated at all , t hey should s erve only for the transportation of
wood, coal or such articles as require an easy access to the back
prell'ises of t he dwellings,"
•

Cobblestone paVing was "worse than useless,

for it allows ••• filth to be absorbed and retained between interstices,"
Every alley should be paved with concrete , be supplied wi t,h a sewer ,and

•-

so graded t hat a nightly hosing from hydrants in each block could flush
t he alley clean.56
Such a program meant inducing the Board of Public Works to act,
and the Board of Public Works, more anxious to make a fine showing
where it would be immediately visible than to improve the cities'

hidden recesses, confined itself to paving with "useless" cobblestone.
In 1874 the Board of Health took-the unprecedented ste!) of condemning
389 unsanitary dwellings but reported the inhabited alleys -

still

"a great source of eVil" demanding "disposal of the squalid shanties
that line them ••• and subjecting them to the same public regulations
as the streets and avenues:57 Had Washington heeded this plea, the 20th
century city would have escaped macy ills.
In addition to alley- dwellings, all overcrowded and ill- ventilated
buildings, whether privately or publicly owned, came under the fire of
•

the Board of Health.

In 1870, the Metropolitan Police, then in sole

charge of sanitary inspections, had deplored the discontinuing of the

56 Quoted in Patr~, 23 Jul 72.
57 Rpt BPW, 1873, p. 54; Comrs Rpt, 1874, p. 287.

whitewashing that the Freedmen's Bureau had performed in Negro
quarters; there the l1Ulllerous small tenement houses in which large
families each occupied a room scarcely ten feet square had become
"dens of .filth. 11 Proceedings against the occupants rather than against
the landlords were futile.58 Perhaps only Washington's fright over
the Slllall pox epidemic in 1872 persuaded citiwens to accept the health
regulation condemning property of this sort.

Although before a law

of June 1874 made registration of births obligatory, Board physicians
could only guess at the infant mortality rate, they recognized the
airlessness and dirt in which thousands of families had to live as
one of the "constantly operating causes which destroy our cherished
offspring."

Nor did the federal government escape censure for its

over-heated and ill-ventilated office buildings, particularly the
Treasury and the recently finished Pension Office.

11

The rooms are

crowded with clerks and employees much beyond their capaci·~y.

These,

for an average of six hours per day, breathe an atmosphere saturated
with carbonic acid, produced by their own respiration, rendered still
more deleterious by a corresponding amount of effete animal exhalation
from the surface oft.heir bodies." The top story of the Treasury was

a

a barbarous"den for cattle" and so used would "be favored by a

•

SB Rpt Met Pol Brd, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1870, p. 933, Ser 1449,
1871, pp. 1215-17, Ser 1505, and 1872, p. 914, Ser 1560. For a brief
summary of this phase of Board of Health activities, see William H.
Baldwin, Chairman of the President's Homes Colllll1ission, Report of the
Committee on Improvement of Existing Houses and Elimtnat.ion of
Unsanitary and Alley Houses, 1908, p. 1.
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diurnal call from the president of the Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animala. 1159
Crime and Juvenile Delinquency
Overcrowding and wretched liVing conditions contributed to a
•

high crime rate.

Though the police assigned the cause to legal dela,ys

in conVicting lawbreakers, the shanties and tenements on the "Island,
Washington I s largest slum area, bred half the crimes in the District.
The District Supreme Court and the new·police court, it is true, had
over-loaded dockets, lightened slightly when in 1874 Congress permitted
the Supreme Court justices to hold additional sessions.

True also that

a police force enlarged to 238 officers and men was still too small,and
that ignorance and greed among Justices of the Peace and constables
turned lawe designed for creditors' pr~tection into instruments of
oppression of "the poorer classes." Furthennore, uncertainty about
what constituted law in the District had created, in the Nation's
phrase, "a hodge-podge of unreality", worsened by the fact that every
judge when appointed was "a resident of a State unacquainted with the
laws and usages of the Di.strict of Columbia. 11 Though Congress rejected
the clumsy codification of District law prepared in 1872 by territorial
connnissioners, the appearance in 1874 of an official volume entitled
Revised Statutes of

~

District of Columbia, incomplete and badly

organized as it was, helped matters somewhat.

59

Better understanding of

Comrs Rpt, 1874, pp. 282-84, 296; Patriot, 21 Oct 71.

'·

\
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the law, however, failed to stop thieving and gambling, prostitution
and violent crime.60
Perhaps the strongest deterrent to crime was fear of even a
brief sojourn in the old Di.strict jail:
•

four to eight persons in 8 by

10-foot windowless cells without water closets and for an entire
corridor only one tub of water _allowed daily for prisoners to wash in.
Here, under conditions worse than during the Civil War, all sorts and
kinds of people awaited trial or served their sentences, in 1874 at
one tiJ!le 214 persons ranging, the Chronicle complained, "from the child
of ten to the old man and woman of seventy, ••• from the Jeremy Diddles
who swindles you out of your family Bible to the ambitious young man who
demands t.S0,000 or your life." Until a new city jail or the long-talkedof federal penitentiary

1,J&S

bu.;.lt, the only other place for law-breakers

was the workhouse or the Reform School for Boys.61
As the population of Washington and Georgetown grew, juvenile

60 Rpt Met Pol Brd in Rpt Sec/Int 1871, pp. 1209-15, Ser 1505,
1872 pt 5, p. 905, Ser 1560; ~ Record, 43C, lS, 1 May 74, p. 3522,
14 May 74, pp. 3916-17; Star, JO, Jl Jul, 13 Aug 73, 6 Apr, 1 Jul 74;
Nation, 15, .. 386, 21 Nov 72, pp. 329-30; Comrs Rpt, 1874, pp. 25-27;
Walters. Cox, "Efforts to Obtain a Code of Law for the Di.strict of
Columbia," CHS Rec...a, III, pp. 125-29; H Rpt 48, 42C, 2S, 10 Jun 72,
Ser 1571.
61 Rpt Warden U.S. Jail in Rpt Sec/Int, 1870, pp. 917-18, Ser
1449, and 1871, pp. 1199-1201, Ser 1505; Rpt Sec/Int, 1873, p. XXXIV,
Ser 16ol; Patriot, 3, 7 Oct 71; H Ex Doc 61, 42C, 2S, 11 Jan 72, Ser
1510; Chronicle, 28 Sep 74; ~ Globe, 42C, 25, 18 Apr 72, p. 2529,

'\
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delinquency- increased,

.At the workhouse over a hundred children

averaging in age about thirteen and a half years had to consort with
"old and hardened char~cters," because the Refonn School could accomodate only sixty-five boys.
•

In fact the trustees felt obliged to

rele ase s ome prematurely to make room for others.

"There is in this

ffestric'!J, a large number of boys whose only home is the streets,
.!

whose dor mitory is the market ~ouse, a stable, an out-house or sometimes the lee-side of a wall, or a door-step; and others who have
parents, but might better, perhaps, be orphans."

Firmly belieVing in

the school's "salutary" effect upon its inmates, ·'the trustees begged
Congress for a larger building in a more healthful location than the
malaria-ridden farm above Georgetown,

.And Congress, doubtless guilty

at having appropriated nothing for the federal institution since 1870,
responded at last by voting $100,000 for a building large enough for
three hundred boys; it was to be located near the District line northeast of the Capitol.

When opened in late 1871.i, the building housed

fifty-five white boys and fifty-eight colored, fellow inmates of the
first bi-racial public "school" below the Mason-Dixon line,62
The School System
Conscientious citizens looked to education to reduce juvenile

62 Rpt Comr Washington Asylum in Comrs' Rpt, 1871.i, pp. 1C8-ll;
Rpt Brd of Trustees of Reform School in Rpt Sec/Int, 1871, pp. 1179-80,
1182-88; H Rpt 39, h2C, 2S, 1872, Ser 1528; .92!!& Globe; 1J2::;, 2S, 18
Apr, 10 May 72, pp. 2528, 3277; Rpt Architect of Capitol Extension in
Rpt Sec/Int, 187h, p. 735, Ser 1639; Rpt Comr Education in Rpt Sec/Int,
187L., p. CII, Ser 1640.
\
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and adult crime. The federal 6ommissioner of Education spoke pointedly
of the 39 percent of illiterates among the persons arrested in the area
in 1871.

That 24,oo of the District's nearly 29,000 illiterates were

Negroes brought no comfort.
was discouragingly slow.

Progress in expanding the school system

Continuation of the building program begun

in Washington under Mayor Wallach had added by 1872 the Seaton, Curtis,
Jefferson and Cranch schools for white children, and the Sumner and
Capitol Hill schools for colored - all the new buildings patterned on
the Wallach school of 1864 - but the District's Co~reseman, Norton
Chipman, told the House that the District lacked space for ten thousand
white children and for 5800 colored.

Some fifty-niBe children to a

class was the average, although few more than half the Negro children
in the District attended, and only 44 percent of the white children
were enrolled in the public schools, with perhaps another JO percent
in parochial or other private schools.

Congress answered the appeal

by giving not the two and a half million acres of public land Chipman
asked for but part of a square on Virginia avenue in southeast Washington.63 By 1873 the only way of offering education to thousands of
children appeared to be half-day sessions

with

some pupils attending in

the morning, others in the afternoon, an arrangement that doubled the
•

63 Rpt Comr Education in Rpt Sec/Int 1871, pp. 22.23, 64-65,
387-88, 399, 574-75, Ser 15o6; Patriot 29 Jan 72; Chronicle, 3 Jul
71; Rpt School Trustees, 1874-75, pp. 43-44, 77, 94; £2!!& Globe, 42C,
2S, 18 Apr, 20 Mey 72, pp; 2527, 4035, and Appendix 4 Jun 72; Star,
29 Jun, 14 Oct 73. For a;long list of private schools see Star, 11,
19, 27 Aug 73.
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load upon teachers.

ft

year later the school system had 1,100

additional pupils enrol led and only nine new class rooms.

Hope of

opening a high school faded in face of demands for more elementary
schools.

Since voluntary attendance more than filled the rooms,

school authorities made no attempt to enfor ce the truancy law. Yet
the Washington school tax was higher than that of any other city in
the country, $46.81 per $100 of assessed valuation of property,
whereas St . ·Louis' and San Francisco's, the next highest wa.s f.40,
and Boston's only f.17. 90. 64
The Investigation of 1874
Clearly all .ras not well in the Territory of the D:i.strict of
Columbia.

Of that an investigation undertaken in 1874 by a joint

Senate and House committee left no doubt.

Many

of the ills long ante-

dated the Board of Public Works, but, so far from lessening them, Boss
Shepherd, his critics averred, had greatly increased them. Vainly The
Chronicle characterized the memorialists who begged for Congressional
intervention as scalawags or worse:

one was a "curbstone voteshaver",

another "a red- hot Democrat and an original rebel", still another "said to be the owner of several houses on _ _ _ alley, used for
purposes which ~cannot be mentioned in a family newspaper," and Sayles

J. Bowen, once "fraudently" elected mayor, had earned"the just censure
and anathema of every man."

w. w.

Corcoran, too much revered in

64 Rpt Comr Education in Rpt Sec/Int, 1873, p. 435, Ser 1602,
a~d 1874,· p. 471, Ser 1640; Patriot, 29 Jan 72; ~ . 3 Oct 73, 9 Feb 74.
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Waa~ton to be included in that kind of attack, nevertheless had to
publish his bill of particulars against the District government in a
Baltimore newspaper because no local paper would print it. While
illlpassioned defenders of the Board of Public Works and its cohorts
insisted that selfishness and petty vindictiveness motivated its
enellli.es, by 1874 the opposition counted in its ranks citizens of f!Very
social atratum.

Mutual distrust reached a pitch as intense as that of

the spring of 1861, born then of suspicions of disloyalty, now of
belief that dishonesty and corruption were undermining the cornmunity.65
Congress pursued its inquiry carefully.
3000 pages of fine print.

The published hearings cover

And in them crops up abundant evidence of

very strange doings indeed,
The charge that District officials, members of the Board of
Public Works first and foremost; were "negligent, careless, improvident, unjust, oppressive and illegal" summed up the memorialists•
argU111ent, but they supplied a Jong list of specific examples backed
by a mass of detail.

Needless and expensive changes ordered in the

name of illlprovements, bad planning and shoddy work done at excessive
cost - these repeated in general the accusations of 1872, but now most
of the particulars offered were inoontestable.

Anyone traversing

Washington• s streets could see !;hat the wooden pavements laid at vast
•

65 Chronicle, 28 Jan 74; ~ . 26 Feb 74; Baltimore Sun, 5 Feb
74; Nation, 18, 12 Feb 74, p, 99; F. C. Adams,~ Little Monarc1, pp.
4-9; Investigation, 1874, 'Ill}. I, Charges of the M~~orialists, p. ;
Washington and Oeorgetowr. Directory, 1874.

expense were already rotting, whereas had the planners heeded the
experience of other American cities that costly mistake could not have
occurred.

The complainants furnished names, dates and places where

dishonesty or incompetence had produced over-measurements of work and
hence over-assessment upon property owners.

Plaintiffs and the Con-

gressional comnittee as jury held the Board's system of contracting
responsible for many of the disasters.

Instead of opening jobs to

competitive bidding, after the oUlllrl.er of 1871 the Board ha.d fixed
prices for each type cf work and Shepherd had then awarded contracts
to whomever he chose.

Favoritism and jobbery had resulted.66

11

!'.:ny

system," declared the conmrittee, "which would enable an adventurer
to come from a distant city, and, in the name of a contracting firm •••
succeed in securing a contract, and actually binding h.i.s principals,
the contractors, to pa;y $97,000 for a contract of only about $700,000,
in its nature must be vicious and ought to be condemned."

But the

Board's most "pernicious" error lay in projecting a more expensive
system of improvements than the community cou.ld possibly support, all

to be done "at one stroke without t.he preliminary organization of the
various details of engineering-work

and

plats, plans and estimates. n67

66 Investigation, 1874, vol 1, PP• II, IX-X, vol 2, pp. 9971011, 1013-14, 1124-26, 1209-17; 2115, 2143, 2146, 2356; Petition, 43AE22, 10 Mar 74; Engineer's Rpt, in Rpt of Connnissioners of the District
of Columbia, 1874, H Ex Doc Pt 6, 43C, 2S, p. 166 (hereafter cited as
Comrs• Rpt).
67 Investigation, 1874, vol 1, pp. IX, VII-VIII, IX.
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Figures offered by Governor Shepherd himself' showed that,
instead of $6, 578, 397, th~ Board had spent #18,872,565.

Add to that

t he sums contr acted for but not yet paid out, and expenditures for
public works would run to more than $20,000,000, or $7,000,000 yearly
::,..

.-

since September 1811.68 Altho~h the books of the Board treasurer and
the auditor- , insofar a.'! they had kept records at all, were in such
confusion that only time and a skilled accountant could unravel their
11\YSteries, the alarming fact of the District• s imiolvency was clear.
By June 1874 the deficit for ordinary operating expenses would come to

a minimum of $1,000,000, even were every cent of the tl,031,778 of
unpaid truces collected by then.

In the face of such evidence, the

.

.

governor• s scathing remarks about "oretended taxpayers" who, in
effort to embarrass the District government, refused to remit what
they owed had little effect.

Nor did his tacit admission that he

expected Conrress to foot half the bills endear him to the committee.
By counting as federal property the square fo<ltage in every street and

land "dedicated to public use as parks and squares, 11 he calculated the
value c£ government real estate in the District as about equal to the
$96,433,000 of taxable proper-ty in private hands.
•

Federal evaluators

only a year before, using a highly selective method of- computing, bad
valued government property at slightly over $16,ooo,ooo.69

•
68 Ibid., Governor's Statement, pp. 464-65.
69 !!&.!!•, pp. XI, XIV-XV, XVIII, XX, Governor's Statement, p. 469;
Rpt m'IJ, 1873, 4-5; S Mis Doc 34, 4ac, 2S, 13 J~ 73; Star, 9 Aug 73.

Indignant at learning that Shepherd had proceeded on the
as slllllption that the federal government would shoulder much of the
debt , t he committee reprimanded District officials sharply.

The

argument of t he defense that they had broken no laws and that the
series of speci al assessments upon private property were no part of
t he public debt met with the rejoinder that ev1U1ions of the spirit of
the law were patent and to pile unon ta:xpayet"s heavier burdens than
t hey could carry was tantamount to creating a debt the District
treasury would eventually have to assume. While acknowledging the
many hardships individuals had suffered, the committee, primarily
concerned as it was "With the financial catastrophe confronting the
community, passed over lightly most of the memorialists 1 other com.,
plaints - the unequal and inequitable incidence of taxation and
office-holders• use of their positions to amass "fortunes" for themselves.

If Boss Shepherd had made excessive profits on the contract

for installing plumbing in the District buildings, if the grading of
7th street out to the District line hag greatly increased the value of
his farm, if Henry

n.

Cooke and others had fonned a "real estate pool"

which, acting upon inside information, had bought property cheap and
sold it at high prices after improvements in the neighborhood were
announced, these and similar matters were of minor moment.
•

In the eyes

of the connnittee, Shepherd's personal honesty remained unchallenged.70

70 Investigation, 1874, vol 1, pp. XIV, XVI, XX; Petition, S43A=
E22, 10 Mar 74; Georgetown Courier, 18 Jul 74. For brief discussion of
the careless methods the BPW used in levying assessments, see Comrs
Rpt, 1874, P• 170.
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While the local press rejoiced that "not one word" of the
committee's report could "be fairly construed into censure" of District
officials, least of all Shepherd, the "Bayard without fear and without

reproach," other metropolitan journals lashed out at the committee's
mildness.

The reason for it, the New York Tribune opined and the

Washington Chronicle agreed, was plain:

Grant had so closely identi-

,

fied himself with his appointees the:t a strong indictment of them
would have amounted to censuring the President.71

But satisfaction or

anger over Congressional forgivingness faded somewhat as the future of
the District came up for discussion in House and Senate.

In April

while the investigation was still in process, Congress had appropriated
money to pay school teachers• salaries.

In June, when debate opened on

what to do about other debts of the Di.strict, Washingtonians still
hoped for further federal assistance.

Obviously the first necessity

was to straighten out the financial tangle; the question of how the

District was to be governed thereafter could wait.7 2
Abolition of the Territory
No one expected the territorial government to endure.

Nor

di4 it.

71 Georgetown Courier, 11 Apr, 30 May 74; Star, 7, 24, 29 May 74,
and quoting Cinci rmati Commercial, 19 Jun 74; Chronicle, 6 Apr, 10 Jun
74; New York Tribune, 9, 19 Jun 74; Chicago Tribune, 10 Jun 74; Nation,
18 #. 466, 4 Jun 73, P• 375, No. 469, 25 Jun 74, pp. 407•8.
72 Nation lR, No. 467, 11 Jun 74, p. 376; Rpt Comr Education in
Rpt Sec/Int, 187h, p. CLI, Ser 1640; Georgetown Courier, 25 Apr 74;
Chrontcle, 16 May 74l
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Co~ress, pronouncing it a failure, voted without debate to abolish
the governorship, the legislature and the Board of Public Works and
temporarily place control in the hands of three commissioners to be
appointed by the President,

The only matter of brief controversy dealt

with the rate of taxation, settled by imposing a 3 percent tax on
Was~ton real estate, 2½ percent on Georgetown's and 2 percent on

•

the county's.

The Fir11t and Second Comptroller of the Treasury were

to audit the accounts of the Territory and of the Board of Public Works
and examine property-holders' claims to damages,

Special commissioners

were to handle funding of the District debt through fifty-year bonds
bearing 3,65 percent interest and guaranteed by the "faith" of the
United States.
intact.

The Board of Health and the school boards were to remain

Finally, two senators appointed by the Vice President and two

representatives chosen by the Speaker of the House were to draft a bill
for a permanent form of government for the District and recornroend what
share of the costs should fall upon the United States, what upon the

Most citizens drew a long breath of relief.

The credit of the

United States would psevent a financial collapse, wanton spending would
cease, injured property-owners could anticipate collecting damages, and
Congress in time would return control of their own affairs to District
citizens if by then they wanted it. For the time being the new law

73 Cong Record, 43C, 1S, 17 Jun 74, op, 5116-27, 18 Jun 74, pp.
5154-56 (hereafter cited as Record); 18 U.S. Stat. 116, ch 337, 20 Jun 74.
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offered the further advantage, as some men saw it, of disposing of the
11

curse 11 of Negro suffrage, the cause, the Georgetown Courier contended,

of many ills of the recent past.

Men who regretted the change were

silenced by the ridicule that members of the now defunct House of

Delegates brought uoon themselves and their defenders when they first
heard of the Territory's demise.

A number of delegates rushed

to the

legislature's hall and pocketed inkwells and other small objects, while
one pilferer, caught walking out with a red feather duster protruding
from his trouser leg, fastened the label "Feather Duster legislature"
upon the entire assembly.
any

Thereafter whites opposed to the return of

local suffrage that included colored voters spoke of "The Feather

Dusters" and "the Murder Bay politicians" - by implication all Negroes as responsible for all the disasters of the territorial regime.

Race

questions apart, every resident welcomed the almost certain assurance
that henceforward the United States government would meet part of the
cost of running the federal Di.strict.

Alexander Shepherd himself

could find comfort in that prospect.74
Shepherd's political power was ended.

President Grant nominated

him as one of the three commissioners, but, despite the support of
local newspapers, all but six senators, three of them "carpet baggers",
refused to confirm him.

Perhaps the "disgust which the results of

the investigation have aroused" within the District would not have

74 Georgetown Courier, 20 Jun 74; £..nronicle, 21 Jun 74; Star,
18 Jun 74, 29 Jan, 25 Feb 78; Sunday Chronicle, 3 Feb 78.
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blocked the appointment, but constituents' opinion did.

Senator Logan

of Illinois declared a vistt to the West showed that "the people were
feeling more strongly about the District investigation than about the
currency itself.n75 William Dennison, one-time governor of Ohio and
Postmaster General in Lincoln's second Cabinet, and former Congressmen

Henry T. Blow of Missouri and John Ketchum of New York received the
,
appointments.

Shepherd remarked "a sacrifice was needed" and he was

selected for the role. He brought libel suits against the editors of
the New York Tribune and Sun for defaming his character, but in 1876,
·his fortune gone and his hopes of new public office withered, he moved
himself and his family to MeXico.76
The Position of Negroes
If intelligent colored people deplored the extinction of the
territorial governnent,they voiced no protest.

Perhaps faith in the

beneficence of Congress offset disappointment over losing the franchise.
During the territorial regime they had had reason to be hopeful of

gradually achieving general acceptance as citizen~.

The President's

appointment of first three and later two Negroes to the Governor's
Council suggested his readiness to wipe out the color line in the Di.strict;
the House of Delegates never had fewer than wo Negro members and at

75 Georgetown Courier, 25 Apr 74; Star, 24 Jun 74; Nation, 18,

# 469, 25 Jun 74, p. 403.

76 Star, 3 Jul 74, 22 Mar 75; Georgetown Courier, 18 Jul 74;
Bryan, History ~ the National Capital, II, p, 623.
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one session had five; and early in 1872 Senator SUJ11ner had pressed for
passage of two bills in Congress, one barring racial discrimination in
the selection of teachers and in the admission of children to Washington's and Georgetown's public schools, the other bill, anticipating most
•

of the Civil Rights Act of 1875, forbidding segregation in public
places of entertainment, chu:rches, and, perhaps for ultimate thoroughness, in cemeteries. When both S1.lllll'ler bills failed in the ~enate, the
territorial legislature enacted a District civil rights law imposing
a $100 fine upon any hotel, restaurant, saloon or barber shop that
refused to serve "any respectable and well-behaved person regardless
of color 9 "

Here under the eye of Congress the police and courts stood

reaey to enforce the act, notwithstanding attempted evasions such as
the posting of exorbitant prices:

"Haircut, $JO, shampoo $40," or

"Steak e2, ham and eggs $3," with a notice in small print offering "a
liberal reduction •• • to our regular patrons." The famous Arlington
Hotel near Madison Place had faced a law suit for denying a Negro a
room.77 And at President Grant's second inauguration the wives of
colored Congressmen danced at the ball alongside West Point cadets. 78

77 The degree to which this act took effect requires careful
exploration of court dockets, a task too time-conswning and specialized
to undertake for this study. The failure of the contemporary local
press to pursue the matter constitutes only negative eVidence.
78 ~ Globe, 42C, 2s, 18 Apr, 6, 7, 21 !fay 72, pp. 2539-42,
3099-3100, 3274, 3738-41; Counc:il Journal, IV, 9 May, 20 Jun,
Aug
72, pp. 38, 211, 430, 550; ~triot, 6 Jan, 20, 22, 23 Jul, 9 Oct 72;
Star, 30 Aug 72~ Nation, 16, II 401, 13 MBl? 73, p. 173.

By 187h Negroes could feel they had made significant gains in

status.

Discrimination between the colored battalion and the whites

in the District militia persisted, but the kind of hostility to Negro

troops that had prevailed a decade before no Jonger existed.
•

Colored

men voticg in territorial elections had been subject to no greater
political pressures than had white laboring 1110n. White churches rarely
welcomed colored parishioners, but Negro churches had multiplied and
in June 187h the laying of the cornerstone of St. Augustine's on 15th
street between Kand L marked the building of the city's first exclu~
sively Negro Roman Catholic church.

A few colored men enjoyed business

success; one of Washington's best ho-..,els
and run by the Negro James Wormley.

was

the Womley House owned

If Howard Unive~sity faced sha-p

financial problems, if the three hundred patients at the Freedmen's
Hospital got inadequate medical care, and the Medical Society of the
District of Columbia refused to recognize Hegre doctors, if other
professions and well-paying jobs were largely closed to Negroes and
street railway employees behaved rudely to colored passengers, never-

theless no other American community in ~ihich the proportion of Negroes
was high offered colored people better legal protection or held out
greater hope that,as Negroes rose in the economic scale,racial
barriers would vanish 0 79
•

Journal House of Dele~ates
19
-_ rr?2, III, 189-200; City Directory, 187h;
Star, 15 Jun '74; s rtp~ ~9, 4i.C, 2S, 8 Feb 10, Ser 1h09; Ltr, Rev Francis
s. Orimke to G. Smith Wormley, 23 Aug 7h, Carter Woodson Papers,
Addition 5, Box 2; Rpt Freedmen's Hospital in Rpt Sec/Int, 187h, pp.
787-88, Ser 1639; Patriot, 12 May 71, 10 May 72; 22!l.& Globe, h2C, 1S,
h, 13 Dec 71, pp. 2, 84. See also Frederick Douglass, Life and Times
of Frederick Douglass, pp, h2&.67.
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The one realm in which proponents of "social equality" had made
little headway was in the school system.

By 1872 the great aspiration

of the enlightened colored community had become school integration.
Perhaps their progress in other areas stiffened white opposition to
•

so basic a change,

Even Frederick Douglass' mild proposal to provide

the colored schools with every benefit enjoyed by the white schools
failed to pass the Governor's Council.

Repeated Negro protests over

the division of funds gradually had some effect, but neither massmeetings of Negro citizens nor the efforts of the territorial House of
Delegates succeeded in establishing mixed public schools.

When in

1873 the legislature discussed authorizing the school trustees to set
aside money to launch a normal school where yearly twenty of the most
prordsing white grammar school graduates might train as primary grada
teachers, the House of Delegates amended the bill to allow colored as
well as whites to attend.

The Council at the instigation of a Negro

member rejected the amendment. The Normal School opened in January
1874 with only white pupils enrolled,

''The recreancy of our /jiegriJ

representatives in the Council, 11 colored citizens observed bitterly,
'

killed the one·possibility of breaking the wall of prejudice that
guarded the dual school system.

"Separate but equal," whites' justi-

fying phrase, represented a half-truth throughout the seventies; the
•

seven years of public schooling available to the most intelligent Negro
child left him. with a far sketchier education than the white child

could get. 80
In spite of the defeat of school integration, an influential
seglllent of t he white population viewed the lesser successes of Negroes
as a t hreat , for the rights they enjoyed in the District were likely to
draw more colored people to the capital.

In 1872 the Patriot had fumed

over an estimated hOOO Negro newcomers, arrived between 1870 and 1872
to swell the number of blacks to h8,000:

"The native and natural

colored population of this District is excellent in character, intelligent, and has

alwa;ys

been resp~cted •••

It has suffered by this unhealthy

competition• • • The thirty thousand who draw costly rations from the
District Treasury, as the price of their votes for the Board of Public
Works, do not contribute a dime to the general expenditures.

They

are eating us out of house and home. n81 However exaggerated that
appraisal in prosperous times, by mid-1874 when the Board of Public
Works and its contractors had ceased to hire laborers, ta,-q,ayers had
cause for anxiety.

The failure of the Freedmen's Bank in the summer of

187h wiped out the savings of hundreds of Negroes, and in the thick of
a severe economic depression, competition for jobs had grown. ~lhite
day laborers were quite as adverse to a fresh influx of colored people
as worried property owners were.

•

Colored emigrants from the South had

80 Patriot, 30 May, 5 Dec 71, ·25 Apr, 10 May 72; Chronicle, 9 Jan
7h; Star, 28 Ma;y, 30 Jun, l, 23 Jul, 7 Aug 73, 23 Jan, 10 Jun 74; Journal,
House 2f !22!egates; IV,1872, pp. 95-96, V,
1873, pp. 21-23, 121;
Council Journal, V, 27 May, 17 Jun 73, pp. 121~22; 222-23; Rpt Comr
Education, in Rpt Sec/Int, 1873, p. h37, Ser 16o2.
81 Pat riot, 26 Sep 72; Ninth Census, Population, I, pp.

•
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few skills needed in an urban setting, least of all in a connnuni ty
where professional posts or clerical jobs in the government ordinarily
ooroposed the backbone of employment.

The prospect of lor:iger relief

rolls was frightening and old residents had learned that Negroes once
settled in Washington or Georgetown were loath to depart. Three quarters
of the Negroes in the District had been slaves only twelve years before,
and fully forty percent of the colored population was still totally
illiterate. 82 Postwar experience, while reducing white fears of blacks,
had not dissipated the widespread conviction that they were an inferior
and generally irresponsible people.
In retrospect, the notable fact becomes not that some whites
felt resentment, but that all whites who had lived in the District since
antebell1ll!I days did not regard the Negro as the source of most local
troubles.

The sequence of events lent deceptive force to that notion:

the war and military policy had brought thousands of contrabands to
Washington; as whit~ citizens, witnessing an unwanted social revolution
taking place in the~r midst, displayed anxiety or resentrrent, radicals
in Congress had dubbed them rebels and enacted laws partly punitive in
character, first requiring taxpayers to JrOvide education for the
unwelcome penniless newcomers

and

then giving ignorant blacks political

power; every new privilege and right extended to Negroes had brought a

82 Patriot, 26 Sep 72; 5 Oct 72, 2 Jul, 10 Sep 74; !f Mis Doc
16, 4JC, 2S, Sep 74, Ser 1653; Chronicle, 1 Jun 74.

65
fresh invasion into the non-industrial, non-cOllll'llercial federal city,
until apprehensive taxpS3rers sought protection from an ill-in!onned,
propertyless electorate by asking for appointed executives in the
local government; and then a Board of Public Works, composed of Presidential appointees, after browbeating colored voters and needy workmen
into support of its program, had plunged the District into bankruptcy.
Ergo, had Negroes not overrun Washington, she would have escaped these
successive disasters.
Yet until CoQ?;ress reached the decision to wipe out temporarily
a local electorate, nothing in print suggests that more than a handful
of white men blamed the Districts' troubles upon its colored citizens.
Long afterward a Negro student wrote of the period that whereas the
greed of the real interests had brought about the panic and thereby
disenfranchisement, "the harm and dishonesty of the Shepherd regime was
charged to the colored voter, while the beauty and accomplishment of
the reformed city was put to the credit of the white people. 11 83
True in its major thesis for a slightly later time, that statement not only assigns too much weight to local real estate speculation
and the effects of the panic but also overemphasizl'ls the in...-"luence of
anti-Negro sentiment during the life of the Territ,ol"'J.

'

As long as the

territorial government endured, the "Negro question" was a minor issue,
never obliterated entirely but not of foremost importance.

The Board

8
3 Ada Piper, "The Political Activities of the Negro in the
Territorial Government of Washington, 1871-72," pp. 98-99 (Ms MA
Thesis, 19Lli, Howard Univ.
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of Public Works took the center of the stage, and men complaining
about local conditions focussed their dissatisfaction upon the
Districts' white "Boss" rather than their colored neighbors.

Not

until the 195'0 1 s would Negroes attain so nearly equal status as they
approached between 1871 and 1874.

....

\

..

Twentieth century Washingtonians,

if aware that a Territory of the District of Columbia once existed or
that a Boss Shepherd redeemed tre city• s appearance, tend to think of
that physical regeneration as the one admirable accomplishment of the
territorial era.

Closer examination indicates that the single greatest

achievement of that brief three-year period lay in the progress white
men and black together made in building a just bi-racial community.
The forces that halted that progress and lost for the District most
of its earlier gains gathered strength during the interregnum of
1874 to 1878•

•

CHAPTER X

THE INTERREGNUM:

1874-1878

In 1874, as befor e and after , a number of residents of Washington
and Georgetown were l argely indifferent to the cities' political future.
What proportion Qf the people who lived in the District year after year
ranked t hemselves as local citizens is as i111p0ssible to calculate for
the mid-l870 ' s as for today.

Few or many, householders who maintained

cit i zenship in any of the states and paid taxes in the District only if
t hey owned real est ate here were in a position to shrug their shoulders
over local social and political problems,

That detachment, conducive

to an infectious apathy, cushioned the impact of local political change.
Even during the fiercest battles over oublic works, much of Washington
had seemingly remained aloof.

The newspapers, presumably knowing the

tastes of their readers, had consistently allotted as much space to
murder and abortion trials and to review of available entertaimnent as
t o civic aff airs of abiding importance, For a part of the reading
public, the break created by the extinction of the territorial government marked no break at all,
•

Except insofar as the country-wide

depression forced personal economies and the sufferings of the city's
destitute stirred compassion, Washington's "permanent- temporary" residents
could live their lives as before, untroubled by local confusions .
Social and Cultural Life
Yearly after the adjournment of Congress, families pac\ themselves off to summer resorts where the women rocked in the chair,_lining
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hotel porches or, dressed in the elaborate black alpaca bathing
cost\111188 of the day, joined the gentlemen in morning dips in ocean,
river or l~e; children played on the beaches and explored the
countryside.

Depending partly on the visitor's pocketbook, the place

might be Piney Point on the lower Potomac, or Cape May, smart "Ocean

Wave, Long Branch" patronized by President Grant, Cobb's Island or
Yattow, Virginia, or perhaps Atlantic City or Monterey Springs, Pennsylvania.

Less well-to-do Washingtonians and clerks tied to their

desks till mid-afternoon substituted o steamer excursions, sometimes
by moonlight to Monnt Vernon, to Glymont somewhat further downstream
and to picnic grounds nearer home.

Doubtless to everyone's satisfac-

tion, Fourth of July outings under the aegis of Sunday schools and
benevolent societies had completely replaced the formal gatherings and
speech~making of earlier years.

Throughout the summer , people unable

to afford expeditions costing as lllUch as $1.50 a day per person made
the most of such diversions as attending the "Six-tent Zoological and
Arenic Triumph", er watching the annual regatta of yachts on the
Potomac, and cheering the "Blue Stockings" of the Olympic nine when they
played visiting teams.

Although admission to P , T, Barnum's circus

ordinarily cost fifty cents, purchasers of a copy of Barnum's ~ biograph¥ got tickets free.

Every July or August the Washington

Schuetzenvarein conducted its Schuetzenfest, enthusiastically endorsed
by the Turnvereine and other German societies which had federated to
form the Gennan American Union.
Come fall, the National Theatre, the Washington Theatl Comique,
\

For.d's a!\li Wall's Opera House reopened to present old and -new favorites Julius Cae~, Rip Van Winkle with "Joe" Jefferson in the lead, Fanchon,
~ DundreFY:, Bret Harte I s !!2_ Men 2£_ Sandy ~ and dozen3 more.

1876 two amateur dramatic clubs had also appeared.

By

If informing public

lectures were fewer than in earlier years, amusements were no less
varied.

When Congress reconvened, anyone interested in the workings

of the national legislature might find a place in the House or Senate
gallery, if not to witness an impeachment trial or the count that

settled the disputed Presidential ~lection of 1876, at i~~st to hear
,

vigorous debates on other public questions.
rolled dyed eggs on the Capitol grounds.

On

'

Easter Momaya children

And the year round a score of

clairvoyants, "astrologists" and fortune-tellers offered their patrons
full knowledge of the future.l
.After Nellie Grant I s wedding in May 1874 Washington's "World
of Fashion" entertained with somewhat less extravagance than before
hard times set in.

By

187.5 the leaders of what the newspepers had

taken to calling "the beau monde" had agreed upon a method of dividing
the calendar:

the ladies of Georgetown received on Tuesdays, Cabinet

wives on Wednesdays, senators• wives on Thursdays.

Large receptions

were still the standard vehicle of hospitality, perhaps because

1 As merely a sample of notices of the diversion available, see
Star, .5 Jul, 3 Aug, 12 Sep 71, 29 May, 20 Jul, 4, .5 Sep 72, 1, 8 Jul,
9 Aug, 26 Sep, 1 Dae 73, 20 Jan, 31 Aug 74, JO Mar 7.5, 2,5 Apr, 7 Oct
76, 18 Dec 77; Patriot, 8 Jul, 12 Aug 71, 4, 29 Jul, 26 Aug 72; Chronicle,
1 Aug 71; Sunday Chronicle, ~O Oct 7n; Invitation to join the Thalian
Club, 9 Jan 77, Bowen Papers. From the 18.50 1 s onward, the advertisements of fortune-tellers appeared regularly in the local papers.
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hostesses had already recognized in them "the easiest way to give the
greatest possible mD!lber of people the least possible pleasure."

But

t h e ~ defended the custom as "a kind act to the strangers in the
city, for it affords them more than a glimpse of how we live and the
perfect freedan from the stiff etiquette of other cities." That
etiquette, however, was crystalliz~ng before President Grant left the
White House; books were ~pearing to instruct the greenhorn on what

was ~ rigeur in polite society of the capital;2

At the same time alongside the groups of the vulgar and inexperienced existed a cultivated society made up of men and women who
enjoyed each other as persons and whose interests were far-reaching.
Some were members of old Washington and Georgetown families who
carried on the gracious tradition of the forties and fifties; others,
arrived since the war, had come on official assignments or irerely
because life in the capital promised to be agreeable.

In those circles,

small teas, dinner parties and evenings of music, readings or convel'aation supplied the backbone of social intercourse.

Younger members

invariably attended the festive "Bachelors' Germans" held three or
four times every winter. Gradually the influence of this group widened.
Moreover, when Mrs. Rutherford Hayes became mistress of the White House
in 1877, the tone of official society changed, for Mrs. Hayes, a staunch
member of the Women's Christian Temperance Union, lent her supoort to
the prohibition movement.

76.

Professing embarrassment over the Spartan

2 Star, 21 May 74, 11, 20, 27, 28 Jan, 9 Feb 75, 18 Jan, 9 Feb
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refreshment offered foreign diplomats at state dinners, Secretary of
St.ate Evarts later said mournfully:

"During the Hayes administration

water flowed at the White House like champagne. 11 3

Newcomers and old residents alike could enjoy pleasures rarely
to be found in the United States of the 1870's outside a dozen large
cities.

Though plans to build a municipal opera house fell through,

every season talented musicians gave concerts in Lincoln Hall, and
during six months of the year the Marine Band perfonned outdoors twice

weekly.

The~ believed Washington might also develop a vigorous

colony of painters:

"There are many notably fine small private galleries

here, a large number of lovers of art and many more than is generally
supposed who draw and paint well as amateurs."

Ex?loiting the pride

Americans had begun to talce in the capital, four hundred 1!18morialists
had petitioned Congress in 1873 to launch a national academy of art with
a million-dollar building in Washington.

"Such a school ••• would soon

call forth the latent artistic talent of our country."

Like the scheme

for an opera house, the idea came to nothing, but the Corcoran Gallery
opened art classes that year, and in 1876 a Washington Art Club organized

to help young painters find patrons. Recruitment of paying members took
the form of promising them shares in annual distributions of "works of
art.

11

4 Besides seeing the exhibits at the Corcoran Gallery, the public

3 Marian Gouverneur, ~!.Remember, pp. 352-83; ~tar, 27 Mar 76;
Petitions, H W 45 A-D11, 1 Mar, 16 May 78, 15 Jan, l, 2 Feb 19 l!l5'S..
tl8r. B. 14; Record, 44C, 2S, 14 Dec 15, ll Mar 76, pp. 198, 1~8, 1871:
4 Patriot, 10 Jan, 15 Sep 72; Star, 29 Oct; 21 Nov 72, 18 Feb 75,
6 Mar 77; Chronicle, 20 Jan 74; S Mis Doc 89, 42C, 3s, 25 Feb 73, Ser
1546; Folder; 25 May 76, Bowen Papers.

72
could frequent the Smithsonian where from tilr.e to time collections of
paintings hung, vying with Indian artifax and botanical displays to
catch the interest of visitors.
Furthemore, whatever its artistic defects, sculpture was more
widely in evidence in Washington than ruzywhere else in America.

Besides

the statues already in place--Hiram Powers• "Greek Slave" at the

Corcoran Gallery, the array of states' favorite sons in the Rotunda of
the Capitol, Freedom atop the dome, Clark Mills' Washington in
Washington Circle and in Lafayette Square his Andrew Jackson mounted on
a prancing charger anchored by cannon ball in its tail--, new bron3es
were appearing in the public squares.

In 1874 came the unveiling of

the huge equestrian figure of General Winfield Scott cast from cannon
captured in the Mexican War, two ·years later the equally inroosing bron3e
of General James E. McPherson, Commander of the J.rrrry of the Tennessee,
and in Lincoln Park the touching F.mancipation Memorial paid for by
freedmen's subscriptions, and in 1877 the statue of the Revolutionary
•

General Nathanael Greene.

Every decade for the next fifty years

would see additional casti~s and marbles emplaced in the triangles
and spaces formed by the intersections of streets and avenues.

To

the gratification of all Washingtonians, in 1876 a Congressional appropriation permitted reswnption of work on the Washington Monument.

And if

critics of the seventies shared Henry Adams' opinion when he dubbed the
ornate new State Department building "the architectural infant asylum
nen the White House," numberless other Pmericans looked upon the art
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and artistry of Washington as a precious national asset.5
Schol ars and writers also found special advantages in Washington.
Under the guidance of Ainsworth Spofford, the Library of Congress was
expanding its collections and a new generation of historians was
beginning to make use of its resources.

In 1874 George Bancroft

returned to Washington to revise his ten-volume History

C?! the

United

States and write his History o f ~ Formation .!1£ 1lli!, Constitution and
his biography of Van Buren.

Henry Adams moved from Cambridge to

Washington in 1877, pertly to write history and, as it turned out,
novels, partly because he concluded that "as far as he had a function
in life, it was as stable-col11J)anion to statesmen. 11 Two years later
John Hay followed Adams' example and during the eighties would turn
out a novel, The Bread Winners, and, in collaboration with John Nicoley,
the ten volumes of J•, braham Lincoln:

~ History.

Walt Whitman and John

Burroughs had left Washington before 1874, but several of their
disciples remained- William Douglas 0 1 Connor, journalist, novelist, and
defender of •~hP. Good Grav Poet,• John James Piatt and his equally gifted
wife, and a half dozen lesser literary figures.

Among the city 1 s,

residents were also a succession of able newspaper correspondents.
Fifiy of them had founded the Gridiron Club in 1865, the fame of whose

5 Star 7 /lug 69, 29 Jun 75, 14 Apr, 7, 20 Sep 76; Petitions,
H 45/1-Dl, B l
; s. J. Kaufflnann, "Equestrian Statuary in
Washington, 11 CHS Rec_.., V, 124-28; Henry Adams, The Education of
Henry Adams (Modenn Library edition), p. 253.
-
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semi-annual dinners for the great personages in and about the capital
had spread far by the mid-seventies.

If the young women who launched

the Washington Literary Society in the summer of 1874 had sociability

mare largely in mind than literature, the society nevertheless quickly
came to occupy a special place in the city's cultural life.

The

regular meeti~s of the forty members brought together considerable
and varied talents.6
More notable, because more unique, was Washington's position
as a center of scientific research.

Neither the state nor the

privately supported universities had as yet undertaken much work in
that diverse field, although land grant colleges such as Cornell,
founded partly to serve as agricultural experimental stations, were
making a beginning in applied research.

Here and there disciples of

Benjamin Silliman of Yale or Louis Aggassiz in Cambridge were stirring
students to intense excitement about the mysterious world of "Nature,"
but in the 1870 1 s most American institutions of higher learning were
still training schools for classical subjects and the orthodox professions of the ministry, teaching, medicine, and law.

College and

university presidents generally fended off government intrusion into
these, their preserves, and when the National Education Association
in 1872 and 1873 revived the p~oposal for a national university to be

6 Adams, Education, p.
; Helen Nicol~, Sixp Years of the
Washington Literary Society; Rpt Comr Educ in Rpt Sec Int 1811;-p:-393, Ser 1506, and 1872, P• 398, Ser 1561.
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maintained in Washington at federal expense, President Eliot of Harvard
with a few weighty strokes of his pen had sliced off the monster's
the
head, In Washington/privately financed tiny National University of 1869

survived, Howard University managed to weather the loss of some fedeI'al
funda after the dEl!lise of the Freedmen's Bureau, and a gift of money
from W, W, Corcoran enabled Columbian College to expand into Columbian
University, while Georgetown won recognition for its work in astronomy
and seismology.

But none of these ranked high among ftmerican univer-

sities, and the nucleus of scientific interests in Washington was
non--academic. 7 It lay in the federal government.
Government sponsorship of scientific investigations had widened
steadily in scope since the opening of the Smithsonian in 1848 and,
spurred on by war needs and by the creation of the Department of Agriculture for biological and botanical research, had gained further
impetus after the war 0

The Naval Observatory had become the National

Observatory in 1866 when the Navy transferred its chart service to a
new Hydrographic Office; three years later the Jlational weather service
run by the Army Signal Corps had come into bei'ng; in 1871 the Fish
Commission began its biological studies of methods of conserving the
American fisheries; and, outgrowth of four separate geological surveys
of publin lands in the West undertaken by the Department of the Interior
and the War Department, the Geological Survey would aopear in 1879.

7 Nation, 17, no 425, 21 ;Aug 73, pp. 126-28; Star, 24 May 73,
30 Jun 75, 8 Aug 77.
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Distinguished men, gathered in the capital to direct or advise on
these activities, organized the Cosmos Club in 1878.

Their mere

presence created an atmosphere of intellectual vitality.
In spite of the political. furor the Board of Public Works had
aroused and in spite of the economic aepression that followed upon
the panic, life in Washington as the l87O's wore on thus offered
si.ngular attractions.
near:

Indeed fulfillment of a prophesy of 1871 seeir.ed

a member of the Washington Academy of Literature, Science and

Art had declared that she was destined to become "the great focus of
ths American mind."

True, the intellectual vigor was an impDrt, just

as the men of letters and the artists whose work lent the city distinction were rarely native Washingtonians and frequently lived here
but a few years.

The very coming and going of gifted men and women

meant that nothing could long remain static.

At the same time the

community escaped many of the stresses of America's industrial and
commercial centers.

Others than Henry Adams fled from "banishment in

Boston" to Washington.a
Economic Troubles
Yet economic distress in the District was severe between 187h
and 1878,

The federal payroll and an appropriation of $75,000 for the

back wages of laborers whom the Board of Public Works had not paid

8 Patriot, 31 Oct 71;_ Adams, Education, p.
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saved Washington from feeling the full force of the depression as
promptly as other cities, but the drastic reduction in the number of
District jobs, followed by a cut in laborers• wages to $1.25 or $1.00
a day, had created wide-spread unemployment and want by the summer of

1875. By then the Navy Yard had curtailed operations, - there was talk
of closing it altogether - and the Treasury had dismissed four hundred
employees. A brief flurry of strikes proved as unproductive as the
advertisement of the clerk who off~ted $100 for a government job. After
lengthening federal office hours from six to seven a day, the government further reduced its clerkships in 1876.

When the Bureau of

Engraving closed, seven huntlred women were left

01,

"the ragged edge of

starvation", and ousted federal employees, usually too impoverished to
journey home to their own states, added to the District's problems.
The co!1lllli.ssioners and the newspapers occasionally pointed to signs of

itllprovement:

the crowds of visitors come from the Centennial E..'Chibition

in Philadelphia to see the sights of Washington, a sup9osed growth of
commerce and higher property values, particularly along the river front,
an increase in the tonnage of coal shipped down the C & O canal, the
incorporation of a paper and pulp company, the opening of a new lumber
yard and the 1161 new buildings erected in Washington and Georgetown
during 1876 0 9

9 Star, 7 May, 7 Jun, 10, 21 Jul, l Nov, 6 Dec 75, 26 Feb, 20
Sep 76; Siinciay Chronicle, 3 Jan 75, 1 Jul 77; Petition HR 43A-Dl, 11
Jan 75; Comrs Rpt, 1875, pp. 3, 15-16, Ser 1682.
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By

1877 Georgetown, after years of clinging to her separate

identi t y had become so involved in the difficulties she shared with the
rest of t he District that in most respects she had ceased to be an

entity distinct from t he capitai. 10 Distance, only partly obliterated
by the horse-cars, still tended to limit social intercourse between the

two cities, and ol d families of one were less intimate with the "best"

fsmilies of the other than with each other.

But after the Georgetown

Courier ceased publication in 1876, leaving Washington newspapers to
serve the entire area, the merging of the older, smaller city with t he
younger went forward rapidly, though Congress would not formally
extinguish Georgetown until 1891.
In the meantime, common woes and common hopes made conunon cause
in both cities and the county.
heightened.

Duriqg the winter of 1876-1877 suffering

Beggars and tramps, for years past an affliction in the

District, multiplied.

The Relief Commission in charge of dispensing

aid reported funds nearly exhausted in January and an average of three
hundred applications for help coming in daily.

No one dared guess at

the nwnber of families who, unwilling to have their poverty !mown, were
starving in quiet gentility.

Necessities had always been notoriously

high in Washington; in vetoing a bill designed to halve his salary,
President Grant had given the cost of living in the capital as one
•

reason. When spring appeared to bring to other sections of the country
an upturn in business, it was "not ,ery satisfactory to the people of

10.Petition, HR43A-H5.4, 5 Jan 74.
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non-conunercial cities like Washington, as it simply 8lll0unts to a
speculative rise in the price of provisions without supplying any
additional occupation or increase in wages to enable the poor or the
unemployed to pay the increased price. 11

In Washington the price of

bread rose f'rom six cents a loaf to seven.ll
Confronted with evidences of terrible want about them, senators
and representatives may have wondered why they had voted for federal
control of the District.

The city and territorial governments in their

da;y- had at least carried most of the responsibility for the relief of
local citizens even while petitions begging for federal aid had rolled
in yearly.

Taxes imposed and collected by locally elected officials

had fonnerly met much of the need.

Now the President had put his own

appointees in charge, and a Congressional law of 1876 had made it a
penal offense to increase the District debt; though a slightly later
act permitted the commissioners, if reed be, to anticipate taxes by
borrowing from the federal government, uncertainty about whether Congress
would carry the interest charges inspired caution.

After endeavoring to

extract from the Washington Market Comp.my the arrears of ground rent due
the poor fund, the c~mmissioners had raised the allotments to the city
almshouses and "charitable organizations" from the S38,000 of 1875 to

iu8,000 in 1876, but the total still was pitifully inadequate. Individual philanthropy and charity administered by churches and religious

\

ll Patriot, lS Jun 72; Star, 26 Aug 75, 19 Apr 76, 10 Jan, 19,
I
27, 30 Apr, 5 Sep 77.

80
societies manifestly could not supolement sufficiently the Comntissioners'
relief budget, particularly since bank failures had all but wiped out
the funds of several organizations.

To raise the tax rate would only

add to the burdens of property-owners already hard hit and might well
dry up the flow of private benevolences,

help from their state governments.

Congress.

Other American cities got

The District could turn only to

With the inauguration of commission rule, Congress had con-

tributed to various eleemosynary undertakings more gem•rously than in
years past, but in the crisis reached in 1877 clearly the federal government must do more, either by appropriating money for direct relief or
by creating employment on public works to be paid for out of the
federal Treasury. 12
For the moment the make-work plan got little support.

Doubtless

the delays that might ensue prevented endorsement from men appalled by
the urgency of the need during the winter of 1876-77, and some Democrats
in Congress opposed "on principle" any excursion on the part of the
federal government into the field of welfare, hitherto a prerogative of
the states,

During most of January 1877 the House of Representatives

debated a bill providing $20,000 for the destitute.

As a counter to the

12 u.s. Stat., 19, 211, lL Mar 76; Petitions, S L3A-H8, B 85, 9
Jun 71,, HR L3A-Dl, B-12, 25 Feb 76, S!i41'-H8, L Aug 76; Comrs Rpts, 1875,
pp. 11-12, 38, L5, L50-55
, 1876, pp,
1877, pp.
; Rpts Comr
Educ. in Rpts Sec/Int, 1873, p. 4L5, Ser 1602, 1875, p. L94, Ser 1681;
Rpts Col Inst for Deaf am Dumb and Govt ·Hospital for the Insarte, in
Rpt Sec/Int, 1875, pp. 893, 931, Ser 1680; Record, 43C, lS, 18 May 74,
p. 3996, 44C, lS, 2L Jan 76, p. 596, 2, 20, 30 Mar 76, pp, lLOL, 1819~
20, 2064.
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argument that it was no function of Congress to serve as almoner for
the District, Representative Otho Singleton of Mississippi declared
the time past for discussion of abstract rights:

11

If we had power to

send relief across the Atlantic Ocean to the starving poor of Ireland,
can we not provide for the wants of our own poor?"

He spoke of "indigent

persons" who had come to his room at midnight to "ask for a pittance
to buy coal to keep themselves and children from freezing to death."
Representative .Adlai Stevenson of Illinois testified to the "absolute
starvation in this city," and read out a petitid>n from a number of
local churchmen• .Attributing conditions in Washington to "the general
depression of business, the cessation of public works, and the recent
numerous discharges of clerks and other employees from the Departments,"
the clergymen, though noting that-the vast majority of the needy were
colored people, stated:

"There has not been a winter for maey years

past when there has been so much suffering and misery, not only among
the laboring clas$es, but amon~ people who have never known penury until
now." The bill passed, in the Senate without debate. 13
The year 1877 was grim throughout the United States.
looking for jobs walked the city streets.

Hungry men

That summer the most violent

labor revolt the nation had ever kno~m swept across the continent from
the freight yards in Baltimore to San Francisco; and sympathetic strikes
in a dozen industries followed upon the railroad strike,

Washington

l3 Ltrs, Sayles J. Bowen to Comr Wm. Dennison, 19, 2u Jan 11,
Bowen Papers; Record, uuC, 2S, 27 Jan 77, p. 1059, 29 Jan 77, pp. 108892, 1 Feb 77, p. 1186.
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had no industrial proletariat to consider, but neither had citizens
reason to hope for inunediate easing of pressures when industry and
conanerce elsewhere revived.

The ~20,000 from Congress constituted a

stop-gap but offered no solution to a basic economic problem.

Talk of

developing the water power of the Potomac to bring factories to the

area had stopped altogether, and campaigns aimed at improvements of
the water f'ront to stimulate 00Ym1erce had petered out 0 14 Lack of figures

on unemployment either here or in other cities of the period leaves
unanswerable the question of whether the capital suffered as sharply
as other communities; since wretchedness invaded them all, the question
of degree becomes academic.

Still, the surmise seems not too far-

fetched that Washington's quiescence during the tense weeks of the
national railroad strike was due not to the greater well-being of her
population nor, conversely, to a deeper fear of the police, but to a
sense of helplessness that led her workingmen to despair of bettering
their lot by action.
tmong the upper ranks of society, on the other hand, where hunger
was more nearly a word than a gnawing reality, determinvtion to find a
way out of the impasse grew and with it mounting belief in a make-work

policy.

Leadership asserted itself in the fall of 1877 to organize a

Labor Exchange.

A newly appointed District Commissioner, Thomas B.

Bryan, a Chicago lawyer and real estate operator, called the first

l4 Petition, S 4liJ.-H8, 25 May 76; Ltr, F.. V. Ingram to s. J.
Rowen, 17 Nov 76, Bowen Papers; St~, 21 Jul 77.
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public meeting of citizens to discuss ways and neans,
threefold:

His plan was

first, to ship some of the unemployed out of the District

to sections of the country that needed worlanen, second, to open a kind
of public pawn shop where people without paying interest could get an

nadvance" on their "jewelry", and third, to launch a public works
program,

The resemblance to Marie Jntoinette•s nostrum went unnoticed;

and citizens shut their eyes to the fact that a labor surplus apparently
eXisted in all parts of the country and that a public works program
would require Congressional approval,

Cheerfully the Star remarked

that the first people the Exchange would send out of the area were
11

the plantation bands who came here during the war.

found employ-

ment to some extent while the extensive system of public improvements
was going on, but who are now left stranded here, with no work what-

soever.1115
The Labor Exchange, howeve:i; had little success.

By the following

spring the committee in charge could report only that the applicants
for jobs were "noble fellows • • • "and should be encouraged." A thousand,
among them probably a good many who had struck in 1875 at a wage cut
to i1.25 a day, were now ready to work for fifty cents a day.

At this

point, amid growlings from memb~rs of the House who objected to pro!

viding jobs for the District's unemployed without also giving work to
the poor among their own constituents, Congress appropriated

15 Star, 9 Aug, 3, 6, 1,
2, 16 Sep, 23 Dec 77.

1

t20,ooo,

i'5 Sep, 3 Oct 77; Sunday .:::hronicle,
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e-,,000 for medical

care of the local poor, the rest for hiring men to

f ill and drain the land south of the Capitol along the line of the old
canal.

Here was the federal government's first tacit recognition of the

utility of what men in the 1930 1 s would call "pump-priming."
Congress voted f.1500 for support of a "Penny Lunch House,"

In addition,
Coupled

with a certain amount of work provided by landlords who chose to undert ake repairs 'While prices were low, these appropriations, small though
they were, helped tide the District over the last year of the long
depression.16
The Social Struct1u·e
In the contrasts between the richness of life for people standing
high in the social hierarchy and the ~aterial want and narrow interests
of the bulk of her population, Washington of the seventies differed
little from other cities of the period.

In fact, obscure people without

means may well have found more .satisfactions available here, if only
the excitements of inaugural parades, than co11Dnercial centers like New
York or Chicago or San Francisco could offer.

The unique feature of

Washington's social structure was not the disparities of wealth and
position; those had always existed, though less ohtrusive in the smaller,
more homogeneous antebellum city than in the Washington of Grant I s era
and later,

The social cleavage peculiar to the capital, and more

16 Star 5 Mar 77, 15 Feb, 2 Apr 78; Record, 45C, 2S, 18 Mar, l
Apr 78, op~O, 2135, 20, 25 May, 12 Jun 78, pp, 3590, 3786, 4490;
Petition, S45 A-H4-H5, B 173, 29 l-lar 78.

'
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noticeable after l87L than before, lay between the people who felt
themse1ves part of the city and those who, no matter how long their
•
residence in Washington, did not. Henry Adams' characterization of
Washington in his first novel, Democracy, as a city of office-holders
and

office-seekers fitted only a group separated by a gulf of indif-

ference from citizens to whom, whether rich and well-born or poor and
Ullknown, the well-being of the permanent community mattered.

Because·

of that common Concern, tradeSJ!len. and 11iniicfi'anics11 , boot blacks and day
laborers at times st00 d less far removed from wealthy men like w. w.
Corcoran, George Riggs and John T. Given tha"l from departmental clerks
and the host of needy government onhangers.
Initial Attitudes toward Conunission Government
Interest in the future of Washington and Georgetown by no means
created unanimity of opinion about what course to advocate, but after
the commissioners took command in the summer of 187L not only did local
opinion cease to count heavily, but most citizens were content for the
time being to let federal officials straighten out the District's
tangled affairs.

The arrangement was avowedly temporary, promising a

welcome interlude of strict economy in public administration.

In some

quarters, it is true, consternation greeted the ,;:ommissioners' immediate
reduction of the District's clerical force from 371 to 133 and the only
less drastic cut in the number of other employees.

Congress itself had

ordered a 20 percent cut in all salaries except those of school teachers
and firemen.

Still, public services continued, and until 1876 watchful

'·
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citi~ens by and large were satisfied.17
Reorganization of School ftclministration
Initial dismay over the (l)mmissioners' reorganization of school
edlllinistration evaporated quickly as people came to see the drawbacks
of continuing four separate school boards, one set of trustees for
Washington's white schools, a second for Georgetown's, a third for the
colored schools of both cities, and a fourth for all public schools in
the county.

The r,ommissioners' orders of August and September 1874

established a single body made up of eleven trustees from Washington,
five from the county, and three from Georgetown, three of the nineteen
members Negroes.

The disproportion between white members and black

appears to have been unpremeditated:

in 1873 Congress had transferred

from the Secretary of the Interior to the District Governor the aopointment of the trustees for the cities' colored schools, and having
inherited that power, the ~mmissioners siJT!ply appointed the three
Negro incumbents to the new consolidated board, ·This first administra~
tive siJT!plification and the slightly later change that put one superintendent in charge of all white schools and one colored superintendent
over all Negro schools increased efficiency without resolving the essential
educational problem.

In 1875, with 274 rooms, 262 teachers and 18,875

children enrolled, the trustees resorted to opening additional half-da;y

17 Comre Rpt, 1874, p. 13; H Rpt 702, 44c, 1s, 26 Jan 76, p. 21,
Ser 1712; Star, 17 Jul 74~ Record, 43C, lS, 17 Jun 74, p. 5116.
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schools.

The next year nine more appeared, and shortage of funds cut

the school year from ten months to eight.

Yet expenditures had climbed

to t316,ooo, and still several thousand children were getting no
schooling at all.

Using all the long-familiar arguments, the com-

miseioners joined with the trustees and private citizens in pleading
with Congress for aid, and in 1878 Congress yielded to the extent of
giving a public square in Washington and lending the District

$75,ooo.

The economies obtainable by combining the colored and white schools into
one system was a possibility the trustees chose to ignore.18 After all,
scarcely fifteen years before, Washington and Georgetown had orovided no
public education whatsoever for Negroes, the county had no public
schools for either blacks or whites, and the cities had fewer than
fifty classrooms and sixty teachers, most of them gr=ar school
graduates at best,

Whatever the shortcomings of the school system of

the late seventies, old District residents could marvel at its achievements.
The Board of Healt h
Enlightened citizens also took pride in the Board of Health's
record.

By

1875, health officers from other cities - even a delegation

from Imperial Tokyo - were visiting Washington to observe the methods

;

l8 Comrs Rpt 1874, pp. 19, 105-07, 1875, pp. 16-18, 22, 317,
427; Rpt, Trustees Public Schools, 1874- 75, pp. 3-9, 38- 39, 43, 61-94,
104; Rpts Comr Educ in Rpts Sec/Int, 1875, Pt 5, pp, XLV, 482, Ser
1681, 1876, pp. XXVII, XLI, 439- 40, Ser 1750, 1877, p . XXI, Ser 1801;
Petitions, HR 44A-Dl, B 12, 22 Jan 77, HR 45ft-Dl, B 111, 18 Jan 78;
Record, 45C, 2S, 29 Apr, 11 Jun 78, pp. 2923, 4418; ~unoay Chronicle,
12 Sep 75.
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in use here, and the Sunday Chronicle, in discussing the newly formed
American Public Health Association, declared:

"The first real impetus

given to the question of sanitary reform and of inviting physicians and
scientists of all sections of the country to form cooperative associations

for this purpose, originated in this city, and was suggested by the
success of our Board of Health." When painstakingly assembled vital
statistics revealed in 1876 that deaths of children under five accounted.
for half the total death rate and that mortality among whites in the
District was 19.34 per thousand but among Negroes was 48.95, a rate
considerably higher than the colored birth rate, outspoken objections
to the earlier increase of Board powers subsided somewhat.

But latent

hostility and obstructive indifference persisted, even, the health
officer noted, among intelligent householders.

Still more ominous,

criticisms in Congress which wiped out free medical treatment for the
poor threatened further curtailment of health officers' authority.
Owners of slaughter houses opposed the Board's repeated recommendation
that abattoirs be prohibited within the cities' limits, just as landlords
of dilapidated unsanitary tenements evaded, whenever possible, compliance
with the sanitary code.
•

And as the Commissioners decreased the Board's

budget, inspections became less efficient.

By

1877 economy was gravely

impairing public health service, and some members of Congress were
whetting their axes.19

l9 Comrs Rpt, 1874, PP• 290, 29lw95, 1876, pp. 554-56, Rpt B of
H, 1875, pp. 5-10, 13-14, 19, 22-25, 32, 1876, PP• 26, 201-15, 1877, pp.
4, 8-9; Rpt Met Pol Brd in Rpt Sec/Int, 1871, p. 1220, Ser 1505; S Rpt
456, 45C, 2S, 3 Jun 78, Ser 1790; SLday Chronicle, 27 Jun, 18 Jul, 14
Nov 75; Star, 23, 24 Mar, 7 Apr, 8, 2, 28 Jun 75, 22 Aug 76, 1, 2, 6 Aug
5 Sep 77, 27 Feb, 27 May 78; Record, 45C, 2S, 17 Dec 74, pp. 124-25.
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Police and Fire Protection
In other areas, substitution of commissioners for territorial
officials made relatively little difference.

The sixty-one officers

and men of the fire department, albeit handicapped by the worn condition
of engines bought during the Civil War, kept fire losses reasonably low,
~

though perhaps that result was .due less to the Department's efficiency

than to the extension of water mains, the building inspections inspired
by thP Board of Health, and the growing proportion of brick buildings in 1875 only 12, 177 frame out of 23,121 houses in Washington 0 20 Criticisms of the police were more frequent, some of them answered by a law
of 1877 requiring every constable to post bond for good behavior, others
directed at federal control over the Metropolitan Police Board.

When a

Congressional bill transferred authority to the commissioners, President
Grant's veto labelled the change inadvisable as long as "the gross
violations of law" were recurring.

Examination of the list of mis-

demeanors that landed culprits in the Washingtor. workhouse, however,
suggests a rigid enforcement of a severe legal code:

of the 1739 persons

committed in one year, 731 were charged for disorderly conduct, 309 for
profanity, 33 for indecent expQsure - understandable in a Washington
suminer - six for "fast driving", four for obstructing sidewalks, three

20 Patriot, 29 Sep 71; Star, 15 Oct 72, 11 Jan 76J Co~.rs Rpts,
1874, op. 99-100, 1875, pp. 15, 309-10, li22, 431; Rpts Jlrchitect
Capitol F:xtension, in Rpts Sec/Int, 18711, p. 735, Ser 1639, 1875, p.
884, Ser 1680.
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for cruelty to animals and one for playing ball in the streets,
fifths of the workhouse inmates were colored,

Three

As for years past,

protests continued over conditions in the District ~ail and workhouse,
particularly over the housing of juveniles with "hardened criminals",
until Congress at last voted money for a new jail and authorized the
courts to send any boy under 16 years of age convicted of law breaking
to the Reform School where he was to stay till reformed or till he
reached 21. 21
Public Works and Taxation
Nor did taxpayers at first show concern about the public works
program.

They realized that Lt. Hoxie, the Army Engineer in charge, had

inherited a difficult task, for while the Commissioners were paring
other expenditures, and ac,cowitants were examining the fiscal records of
the Board of Public Works,the engineer must see to the completi on of
partly constructed sewers and the number less other jobs lef t unfinished
by Board contractors.

And since he must undertake at the same time

extensive repairs on faulty work, including the repaving of the entire
stretch of Pennsylvania avenue from the Treasury to the Capitol,
property-owners were ready to exercise patience.

Eighteen months later

they discovered that the Fngineer•s department in a single year had

1

21 Comrs Rpts, 1874, pp. 110...11, 1875, pp. 18, 442- 45; Petition,
S4!µ\.H8, 31 Jan 77; Star, 1 Feb, 7 Mar 77; Record, 44C, 1S, 20 Mar,
19 Apr 76, pp. 1820-22, 2587, 7 Jun, 18, ·19 Jul 76, pp. 3642, 4704, h747,
4 Aug 76, p. 5141, and L4C, 2S, 6, 9, 10, 11, 30 Jan, 6 Feb 77, pp. 468,
493, 539, 584, 1111-12, 1289.

,
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spent nearly a quarter million dollars on repairing pavements, planting

trees and sweeping streets, although on some jobs use of convict labor
of
instead/the District's unemployed had cut the costs. Moreover, through
a system known as "extension of Board contracts", ~4,236,000 had gone
to private firms, including some whose record under the Board of Public
Works left their competence open to question.

Another t419,000 was

earmarked for these contracts in 1876. The Engineer explained that
contract costs were 30 percent lower than they looked, inasmuch as
payment was in the 3.65 bonds which Congress had authorized in June

1874 to fund the District debt, and the bonds were selling at 64 to 73
cents on the dollar.

Even so, the total for public works in 1875 came

to 1t3,211,ooo. The work appeared to be done well, but seemingly the
commission created in the name of econonzy- h~d saved t~xpayers from
the frying pan only to dump them into the fire. 22
The chart showing the distribution of money among public services
during the three full years of the life of the temporary commission
tells a curious story:

in two of the three years less spent on schools

than on improving t he streets, in the yeijr of peak unemployment nearly
six times a!! J1!Uch for st,reet up- keep as for weli'are, and, -when the
Board of Health budget was at its highest, seven times as much for

22 Chronicle, 18 Aug 74; Comrs Rpt, 1874, pp. 160, 166-74, 212,
1875, pp. 9, 15~16, 43-47, 23,3-,38, 246-54, 361-64, 374-419; 1876, PP•
4laL3; Star, 3 Jul, l Nov, 16 Dec 75, 16 .Apr 78; Morning ? ~ , 11 May
76; ltr. A. M. Green, Chrm Republican Central Executive Committee of
n.c., to S25] J. Bowen, 19 Jan 76, Bowen Papers.
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public works as for health protection.

(Seep. 93).

Furthennore,

comparison with Washington's municipal expenditures under Mayor
Bowen is illuminating, if inexact ~ecause the 1868-69 data covered
Washington alone and the 1875-77 entries1 With the exception of schools,
were for the entire District.

Desoite minor discrepancies, the figures

Comparative Distribution of Expenditures*
District of Columbia

Washington

1868-69

1876

1875

1877

$1,490,646

f2,887,462

Interest and
Reduction of Debt

50.75

40.15

31.91

30.45

Public Works

18.70

20.38

28.77

31.20

Poor Relief

10.75

1.53

2.Q3

3.69

16.19

10.05

Total

f2,528,888

1'2,539,139

Percentage of
total for:

Washington

Schools

12.u

* Computed from figures given in charts p.

10. 74

of Ch VIII and

p. 93.

suggest widely different ideas about what was imoortant.

The conunissioners,

non-residents of the District before t hey took office, put chief emohasis
upon ohysical improvements, visible to the eyes

of Congressmen,

whereas

elected city officials gave special weigllt to education and help for the
needy.

:
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n.c.

Expenditures*

1875

1876

1877

152,450

118,421

104,422

FINJNCE: • • • • • • • • • . • • • •

1,159,356

796,977

773,275

l. Interest on D.c. Bonds • • •
2. Sinking Fund for n.c. Bonds,

501,274

638,750

449,918

65,178

49,506

79,741

78,986

13,308

194,865

172,945

126,312

67,881

125,824

162,1.ios

144,187

• • •

119,398
2,438
13,988

l.3O,364
16,633
15,408

134,706
14,359
15,122

• •

67,725

43,868

27,362

l. Removal of Garbage •
2. Other Sanitary f:ervices. • •
3. Medical Service to Poor. • •

16,6o8
29,677
21,440

15,600
22,181
6,087

12,081
15,282

WELF.ftRE: • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

44,234

51,48o

93,612

Washineton Asylum • •
••
Georgetown Almshouse
••
). Charitable Organizations ••
4. Insane Asylum • • • • • • • •
5. Miscellaneous Contributions•

31,456
1,308
15,759
4,374
1,337

37,712
1,752
8,644
1,586
1,786

33,048
1,607
30,125
7,052
1,780

• •

366,319

376,434

335s2O7

•

• • •

274,424
208,524
22,705
39,395

262,481
2o6,769
19,963
35,749

237,636
185,884
17,246
34,504

.

91,895

lll,17O

97,513

1IMINISTR.ATION: . • . • • • . . • . •

Tax Scrip, etc • • • • • • • •

.3.

Interest and Sinking Fund

for Bonds of the late city
cor-porations • • • • • • •
4. Interest and Redemption of
Water Certificates
FIRE PROTECTION: ••

LAW ENFORCEMENT: ••

•

• •

• •

•

•

0

..

l.
2.

Metropolitan Police.
Judiciary ••
3. Refonn School •••
HEALTH SERVICES: ••

&

•

•

0

1.
2.

PUBLIC EDUCATION:
l.

2.

• •

White Schools.
a. Washington
b 0 Georgetown • •
c, County •••
Negro Schools.

..

•
•

•

•
•
•

.

•
0

301,622
356,46o

,
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n. c.

Expenditures (cont)

1875

1876

1877

588,380

727,768

792,265

455,433

542,322

690,617

246,019

347,LJO

539,442

194,892

151,175

128,861
56,585

82,337
19,311

211,249

51,405

180,628

2,887,462.Y

2,528,888.!Y

2,539,139.s/

PUJILIC WCRKS: MAINTF.N.6NCB AND
NF.l1 OONSTRUCTION: • • • • ••• • • •
1.

Streets . • . . . . . • • . •
a, General Improvements
and Repairs • • • •
• •
b, Lighting, Cleaning
an.d Misc • • • • • • • •

o

2.

c. Extended BPW Contractsff.
Water Department
••

J.

Markets

• • •

• •

..

MISCELLANEOUS: •••
TOTftL

ffi,235,8427
118,96°t
13,981

•

[f,123,301iJ

*

Computed from figures given in Comrs' Rpt, 1875, pp. 4, 44-47, 185, 254;

1876, pp. 7, 19-23;

and

1377, pp. 49, 51, 5/i-56.

=
Paid in J.65 bonds and not counted in the total spent on public works;
the interest of course raised the interest figure for 1876.
Y f,1,232,281 appropriated by Congress. t-320, 736 expended in 1875,
~911,545 in 1876.
"!!f ~25,000 appropriated

Y t-775, 895

by Congress.

appropriated by Congress, tL94,000 of which was reimbursable.

1
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When the collll'lissioners submitted their annual report at the end
of 1875, Congress voiced more indignation over their extravagance than
did the impotent local public.

They had issued many more 3 65 bonds than
0

their creators had expected to be necessary, and, according to one computation, had added ~5,203,000 to the District debt, f-1,100,000 of it spent
on sewers without legal authoriz.ation.

Outraged members of the House

took tentative and ultimately useless steps to bring suit against the
commissioners but eased their wrath in the meantime by forbidding further
bond issues in payment for oublic works - in effect a prohibition of
further work on the streets.

ftn

uppropriation to meet the interest on

the 3.65 bonds already issued also pPssed Congress and five months later
an act permitting the commis~ioners to anticipate taxes.

But long before

then responsible local citizens were growing extremely anxious.23
Citizens had cause at once for anxiety and gratitude.

With a

funded debt of t8,441,000 and nearly i13,5oo,ooo of indebtedness not yet
funded, they could welcome the limitation imposed by Congress, but if,
~s seemed more than possible, troces were to rise to meet unavoidable
current expenses, satisfaction must he short-lived.
higher than in other American cities.

Taxes were already

ftfter 1872 the District assessors

had abandoned the custom recognized elsewhere of assessing property at
one- half to one-third its market value; adhering strictly to first

23 Star, 21 Jan 76; l'lecord, 44C, 1S, 24 Jan L, 21 Feb, 13 Mar
76, pp. 59~, 885-89, 1195--1201, 1682-87, 31 Jan, 3, R Feb 76, pp.
776, 8h8, 937, 2!1 Jul, 11, 15 /.ug 76, pp. 4!\58, 5L32-3L, 5657-77;
H Mis Doc 103, LliC, 1S, 23 Feb 76, Ser 1701; H Rot 702, LL~, 1S, 26 Jun
76, Ser 1712; H Ex Doc 26, ltLC, 2S, 19 Jan 77, Ser 1755.
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territorial and then to Congressional instructions, they put full
valuation upon all taxable property.

Thus, though the tax rate set for

Washington by Congress in 187L was but $3.00 on r-100, and in 1875 but
t-1.5(), actual payments required came to tWice or thrice the figure cities
with identical tax rates collected,

Property values had dropped sharply

since 1873, assessments far less or not ;,t allo

In lll7h the comptroller

labelled assessments "greatly in excess of prices at which property is
sold." /I year later, with the !'97,875,000 valuation on all privately

•

owned real estate reduced by nearly four and a half million dollars, the
District still held tax-delinquent real estate valued at tl,218,000024
In stripping local citizens of all self-government, Congress had
not only underwritten the bonds to liquidate the District debt but had
promised that the federal government ~11ld assume a "just proportion"
of ordinary District expenses.

Two years had passed, and by an explicit

Congressional statement of June 1876 federal property in the District
was still tax-exempt and help on the District budget still a matter of
uncertain Congressional largesse.

"The taxpayers of this District," one

of them wrote, "certainly pet rough treatment .. t the hRnds of C',ongress.
That body assumes sole control over the District, and in the exercise of
that control, and through officers of its

own

appointment, incurs an

enormous indebtedness for District improvementso

Then it turns around

and repudiates the assumption of any portion of this indebtedness, and
24 Investigation, 187/i, vol 2, p. 26; Corars Rpt, l87u, p. 31, 1875,
L, 6-8, 12-lL, 26, 29; Record, t,JC, 1S, 17 Jun 7u, pp. 5116-17, 43C, 28,
1, 15., 22 Feb; 2 Mar 75, pp. 883-84, 129L, 1296, 1608, 2077-800
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declares that the government shall pay no tax on the sixty~six millions
of real and personal property , • , it owns in this District 0 11 25 An
economy-minded administration, repeating the old saw about the community's
standing on its own feet, might refuse so much as to pay the interest on
bonds guaranteed by an earlier Coq;:ress, and voteless District residents
could not effectively protest.

As the horrid possibilities of the

situation emerged fully, taxpayers became obsessed with the importance
of persuading the federal government to act on its financial responsibilities to the federal District.
Federal Fiscal Obligations and Federal Rule
Neither the 43rd, nor the 44th, nor the 45th Congress was unaware
of those responsibilities.

Each recognized the fact that government

business was Washington's one industry and Georgetown's mainstay,

Before

the 43rd Congress demolished the District's elected offices, the House
Judiciary Committee headed by Luke Poland of Maine had prepared a
thoughtful report on "the legal relations between the federal government
and the local government of the District of Columbia and the extent and
character of the mutual obligations in regard to municipal expenses."
In recommending that the federal government pay 5o percent of the
District's annual costs, the committee had reiterated the thesis of the
Southard report of 1832; the national c.:pital, created for federal use,

·--·----25 Record, 44C, 1S, 24, 25 Apr, 27 Jun 76, pp. 2726-27, 2737,
4175-77; Star, 27 Jun 76.
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must be regarded as a national city to be maintained in oart by national
26
funds.
Bu.t acceptance of that principle forty-odd years after its
fir st enunciation created no consensus about how to govern the District.
Until 1118111bers reached agreement on that score, each Congress in turn,

while contributing tot.he District's yearly budget, saw fit to appropriate the money on no exact pre~etermined basis, a disconcerting
arrangement for tsxoayers because it made the federal contribution
unpredictable. 27 Meanwhile pl~ after plan for a permanent form of
government took shape on paper, only one after the other to be shoved to
one side Without discussion in House or Senate, or to be picked apart,
amended and then tabled.

.

The one feature common to all bills was the

provision for federal sharing of the District expenses.
To account fully for the factors that produced and then sidetracked
or defeated the succession of proposals in each of the Congresses concerned would demand an exhaustive analysis of national political history
as

Reconstruction drew to an end.

During the four years of temporary

commission rule only two bills on Di.strict go,;cermnent reached the stage
of debate; but the amendments introduced were countless, and some of them
aimed at so altering the character of the original bill as to constitute
virtually new legislation.

Changing attitudes in the country at large

26tt Rpt 627, 4JC, 1S, 1 Jun 74, Ser 1626.

1

27 Comrs Rpt, 1875, p. 4; Record, 43C, 2S, 15 Feb 75, pp. 1294,
1296, 16o8; Comrs Rpt, 1877, P• ·
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shifted the emphasis in Co~ress on the issues at stake and left the
fate of the District unsettled until June 1878.

Negro suffrage, an

important consideration in the L3rd Co~ress, did not openly enter the
discussions three years later, when, despite the anger of Republican
"Stalwartsn, conciliation of the South had become official doctrine. The
question of whether, under the Constitution, Congress could delegate to
local citizens authority to elect their own officials stirred less
interest in the 45th Co~ress than whether to vest in the President
power to appoint all three commissioners, or to have Senate, House and
President each appoint one. Moreover, after four and a half years of
economic depression, the division of the costs of running t he District
loomed as a more vital decision than creation of a locally elected
city council or a District delegate in Congress.
In December 1874 when Senator Morrill of Maine presented the first
joint bill for a permanent government for the District, the party in
power had just suffered a blow; in the November election, popular disapproval of harsh Republican rule in the ~outh had combined with economic
dissatisfactions to return a Democratic majority to the House.

Co~-

sequently the outgoing 43rd Congress had t o choose between bowing to the
storm and striVing to weather it by clinging to the principles that had
guided Republican policies since 1862.

Washington newspapers believed no

proposal could pass that wiped out all suffrage in the District, for the
country would interpret that as a repudiation of Negro suffrage, entailing
further weakening of party prestige and probably loss of colored votes in
the South.

In its original form the Morrill bill limited local .voting to
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election of three of eight public school trustees; it left indefinite,
subject to yearly adjustment, the proportion of over-all District costs
to be borne by the government; and it offered a cumbersome system of
1nterlockiDg boards under appointed "regents" organized as a separate
federal department.

Morrill~ admitting the unfortunate monarchical

connotation of the term "regents," suggested substituting "Selectmen",
or better still, in the light of District financial troubles, "Overseers of the Poor."

Rewording and a series of amendments, including

provision for an elected delegate to Congress, failed, however, to win
over a group in the Senate headed by Oliver Morton of Indiana who
insisted upon popular election of every local official.

Conversely,

opposition came from men profess_edly fearful of the "danger" of any
;regarded as a child of the French
municipal voting. The Paris com!!llllle of 1871,was still fresh in men I s Revolution,
minds.

"We have seen", proclaimed the Democratic Senator Thunnan,

"the municipality of Paris bring a king to the scaffold and dictate the
government ••• this District belongs to the people of the entire
country." By which the Ohioan probably meant it belonged to Democrats
as well as to Republicans supported by Negro votes.

Still a third group

of senators and repr£sentatives objected to the expense of paying so
maey salaries whether office holders were appointed or not, a line of
argmnent that inspired an attack on the "extravagances" of the existing
Board of Health.
a final vote~ 28

The bill died in mid-February 1875 without coming to

28 Record, 43C, 2S, 16 Dec 74, P?• 98-103, 16, 17 Dec 74, pp.
115-28, 10 Feb 75, p. 1111, 13, 15 Feb 75, pp. 1239-51, 1272.
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The 44th Congress, contrary to all hopes and expectations, con~
tributed even less than the 43rd to settlement of the troublesome
question.

In the spring of 1876 Congressman George Hendee of Vermont

introduced a warmed-over Morrill bill, while the Senate adopted Oliver
Morton' s resolution instructing the Senate District Committee to report
a bill restoring the elective franchise to the District.

But urgent

national problems and the financial mismanagement of the District commissioners occupied the entire attention of both houses until the end

-

of the session, and by the time a special joint committee belatedly
aopointed by the Republican Senate and Democratic House had its plan
ready for the Lame Duck session in December, the disputed Hayes- Tilden
election was shelving all other business.

For fcur months, historians

used to declare, the country teetered on the verge of fresh civil war,
but if Americans elsewhere were frightened, Washingtonians betrayed faint
anxiety.

In late November when President Grant ordered 450 Arrrry regulars

to the capital, the Star pooh-poohed the "false and eicaggeT"ated reports"
dispatched by New York newapape~ correepondPnts describing Washington as
"in a state of eicci tement unparalleled since Sumter was fired on in 1 61."
Nevertheless Congress obviously would not concern itself with District
affairs before knowing who was to be the next President.

Not till

March 2nd did the electoral commission announce Hayes ' victory by a
seven to six vote, and by then the expiring CongTess had time only to
join in hasty preparations for the presidential inauguration or an

102
;

illminent departure for home. 29
The District bill that thus fell by the wayside reflected hhQQlll=zil•:11.~
the changed views of a nation unwilling to protract controversy in order

to protect colored men's votes and anxious for currency acts and an
administrative economy that would encourage a business revival.

The

COlllnittee majority had recommended no elective offices whatsoever in the
District, appointed coounissioners controlling every municipal function
from police and fire protection to health supervision and public school
education, and the fixing of the government's share of District costs
at LO percent of the annual whole.

Senator George Spencer of Alabama,

a Northerner 'Who had moved South after the war, alone had signed a
vigorous minority report, and he had not mentioned the Negro as such.
His anger at the majority plan grew out of his conviction that it imposed
a tyranny upon the District:

"The people retire from legal consideration,

but not from legal responsibility • ••

The commissioners constitute the

municipality, less its obligations. 11 30
"Old 7 to 6°, as Democrats dubbed President Hayes, took office
committed to a policy of conciliating the South; though outwardly pledged
also to protection of colored men, his intimates knew he ·looked upon that

29 Ibid., 4LC, lS, 3, 8 Feb 76, PP• 8L8, 937, 14, lS Aug 76, pp.
SSS9, SS99~6S, 5667; Star, lS Apr 22 Nov 76, 2, S Mar 77. For the
old thesis, now largely discarded, that a new civil war was imminent, see
H. G. Eckenrode, Rutherford_!!. Hayes, Statesman of Reunion, and Paul
Haworth, The Hayes-Tilden Disputed Presidential Election of 1876.
30 H Rpt 64, LLC, 2S, Dec 76, Ser 1769; S Rpt S72, 4LC, 2S,
11 Jan 77, Ser 1732.
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ae a leseer mattero31 Under those circumstances few informed Washing~
tonians expected a return of government by elected officials in a
community one-third Negro in makeup.

Yet the bill submitted by the House

District Committee early in 1878 provided for an elected twenty-four-man
council which, though lacking power to initiate action, could veto the
acts of the appointed commissioners; every candidate for the council
must have had ten years of local residence and--doubtless as insurance
against Senator Thunnan's bogy of mob rule,-- ~3()00 of t axable property in
the District.

To this extent sentiment favoring representation for men

who paid troces prevailed in Congress,--for a time.

But the heated

debates in both houses spawned amendments daily and sent emasculated
versions of the original bill back and forth, at last to end up with a
complete denial of any local franchise.3 2 Oddly enough, whereas before
1877 it was the Senate that had held out for some form of suffrage, in
1878 the battle for that cause took place in the House .

There a dozen

able men took much the position of Senator Spencer two years before

0

One theory has attributed the change of front in the Senate to memory of
the autumn of 1876 when the President ordered troops to the capital; if

.

senators interpreted that order as an indication that Grant, backed by

'

31 C, Vann Woodward, Reunion and Reaction, p, 24.

---

32 Record, 45C, 2S, 20 Mar 78, pp. 1921- 26, 28 Mar, PP• 211217, 15 Apr, PP• 2527- 28, 2531- 35, 16 Apr, pp. 2577-79, 2 May, P• 3094,
6 May, P• 3212, 22 May, pp. 366o-61, 24 May, pp. 3745-55, 25 May, pPo
3779-91, 27 May, pp. 3818-24, 3831, 28 May, ;ppo )871, 3882, 29 May, p.
3885, 8 Jun, pp. 4319-21, 10 Jun 78, P• 4348.

\
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Arm:, regulars and District l'lilitia, planned to play the 11 Man on Horse-

back" and :reestablish himself in the White House, anti-Grant politicians
lllight have t hought discretion demanded denial of political power to the

Di.strict.
X'Ul1lp

More probably the truth is simpler.

The "Stalwarts", the

of Radical Republicanibm which once had so successfully used the

Negro vote as a political took

no longer controlled the party.

Some

of the Old Guard had died, others had failed of reelection and the
remnant, prone to regard the local franchise as now unimportant, chose
to accept any measure otherwise satisfactory.

The Organic Act passed the

Senate without a roll call and the House by a vote 129 to 10.33
The Organic. ftct of 1878
As if to compensate for approving "taxati on without representation", Congress pledged that the United States government would pay
yearly half the District's bills, including interest on the 3.65 bonds.
The reason for putting the federal share at 50 percent was the general
acceptance of Shepherd's earlier figures co111puted on a basis of counting
in the square footage of all streets and fortified by a more recent
appraisal which placed the value of government- owned property at t95,ooo,ooo
and of private real estate a'I; f.96,000,000.

Congressman Hendee of Vermont

made clear that the financial provision and the wiping out of local suffrage
represented a bargain struck:

"Hence, when any appropriat.5.on is made or

33 ~-; Ralph M. Goldman, "Party Faction, 1'189-1900: A theory
of E:xecutive Responsibility and Conflict Resolution," unpub. dissertation,
Univ of Chicago, 1951, pp. 009~50.
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tax levied, the citizens of the District have no voice in the matter;

and so long as they have no voice in these expenditures, it seems very
proper that now ••• the United States should come forward and agree. • •
that it will pey its equal share of the expenses of this goveJ!l1111ent and
the interest upon this debt 0 1134
The law as enacted on 11 June 1878 improved upon the act of 1874

in several respects.

Ppart from federal aid, the clause most reassuring

to the local community was that limiting the President's choice of two
of the three collllllissioners to civilian residents of the District; the
requirement of three years of unbroken local .residence wuld greatly
lessen, if not stop entirely1 the President's use of those offices solely
to pay off political debts; patronage would not enter into the selection
of the third commissioner since he must be an officer of the Army
Engineer Corps.

Furthermore, clearer definition of the commissioners '

powers and mode of exercizing them promised more orderly government by
reducing the confusions which, under the earlier law, had led to arbitrary
action of doubtful legality, such as the issue of t,5,000,000 in new bonds 0 35
The new act forbade an increase in the District deht, decreed so much
as the inspiring of an attempt to increase it a crime, and set the tax
rate at its existing level, ~1.50 on hoth real and personal property.
Other restrictions upon the commissioners' financial powers were equally
explicit, for example, Congressional approval of every entry in a detailed

34 Record, L5C, 2s, 20 Mar 78, p, 1922.

35 ~ . 9 Mar, 20'Jpr 77b

lo6
annual budget, express Congressional sanction of every contract of more
than r.1000 for public works, with a web of strings att::1ched to ensure
contractors• performance, and itemized vouchers, certified by the com-

missioners and the auditor, of all bills presented to the United States
Treasuey for payment.
'

Responsibility for the sinking fund, fonnerly

handled b;r special commissioners, went to the Treasurer of the United
with
states, The law left the judici_al system as before,/the President naming
the justices of the District Supreme Court, the Chief Just~ce all lesser
court officials.

At the next congressi onal session the District com-

missioners were to recommend any needed change in the law or new legislation, and yearly they were to submit a full report to Congress.36 If
8I(1

statute could guarantee honest economical administration, that law

was the new Organic ftct of 1878.
But the act also gave three men autocratic power over
of municipal: life.

m8I(1

phases

Elimination of the Metropolitan Police Board and the

School Board put the commissioners in direct control of police protection
and public education.

rn neit,her case was the new scheme revolutionary;

the former was a long- wanted revi sion and the latter merely a leg~
affirmation of the existing arrangeinent whereby nineteen appointed school
trustees served without pay in a purely advisory capacity.

If a commission

must govern the District, these changes seemed sensible both to members
of Congress and to most local citizens.

u.s.

36 20/stat, 102, ch 180.

But replacement of the Board of
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Health by a single health of.ficer With wings clipped short was another

-

Matter.

That provision was hotly contested be.fore it became law.

In

1875 when several senators .first attacked the Board o.f Health, they had
directed their criticiSJQs at the costliness o.f the system.
critics added two other complaints:
'

In 1878 its

the unsuitable character of the

individuals composing the Board ·and the excessive authority vested in

them which enabled them summarily to condemn property Without "due
process of law." The Board's most able de.fender, Senator Windom o.f
Minnesota, silenced the talk o.f extravagance by comparing the results
obtained in Washington with those in Baltimore, where .far less e.fficient
service for a city only twice the size of the capital cost .four times
as much.

He pointed out also that weaknesses in the personnel of Washing-

ton's board constituted no valid reason f'or destroying an agency whose
work had proved invaluable; appointment o.f more qualified men was a .far

better answer.

But Windom's reasoning was unable to sway senators con-

vinced that the Board o.f Health exercized an "inquisitorial" power o.f
inspection which invaded the privacy of the home and that authority to
label anything a nuisance and order its oondemnation ran counter to the
Constitutional guarantee of private property rights under the "due process"
clause.

The health officer, 1Ld

Il

Ja

substituted for the Board,

was to be a physician appointed bv the commissioners, strictly limited
in his sta.f.f and the size of his budget, and authorized to enforce health
regulations, collect vital statistics and carry cut the COl!ll1lissioners 1
instructions. Thus therea.fter the efficacy of the sanitary code would
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depend largely upon the degree of concern or indifference the commissioners exhibited.37
Community Attitudes toward Home Rule
During four years of waiting for Congress to settle their fate,

Di.strict citizens resorted periodically to petitions, some of them
'

asking for one kind of government, others begging for the diametric
opposite.38 Whether the pleas of Washington businessmen influenc.ed the
final decision may be doubtful, but certainly in the Congressional
debates speaker after speaker fortified his position by declaring it in

harmony with the wishes of the local cornr.unity.

And

the voice that

sounded loudest to Congress spoke first for an equal division of District
expenses between the federal govPrnr.ient and local taxpayers and, second,
for comnission rule with no elective offices. The desire of well- to-do
dis
citizens to perpetuate
I ft/enfranchisement stemmed obviously from
their fear that a return of suffrage would put them at the mercy of a
propertyless majority, supported by ignorant irresponsible Negroes.
Only a franchise limited to property-owners would extinguish that fear,

and it •was inconceivable that Congress would pass such a measure.39

•

37 Ibid., Record, 45C, 2S, 20 Mar 78, p. 1926, 25 May, pp. 378990, 28 May;J}p. 3818-24•
38 Petitions, S 43A-H8, B 85, 1 Jun, 12 Dec 74, 8 Feb 75, S 44AH8, u.d. and 2 Oct 76, H.R. 44A-Dl, Bl2, 13 Nov 76 and HR. 45A-Dl, B14,
n,d; Petition of Committee of 100, 9 Oct 77, Folder, Bowen Papers, Star,
23 Nov 74, 6 Feb 75; Record, 45C, 1S, 25 Oct 77, p. 165.
39 Star, 25, 26 Jan 75, 29, 30 Jan, 25 Feb, 2 Mar 78; Sun
Chrontcle,~Apr 76.
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Therefore, as t h e ~ put the case, "we must either manage to dispense
with the luxury of sufi'rage, or take it pure and undiluted, with all
the bUl"dens associated with its exeraize.n40 Because a large fixed federal
contribution to District expenses was imp=tant to every taxpayer, in
the minds of a good 11181'\Y business and 1)rofessional men a satisfactory
settlement of the financial problem, including guarantees of econoJ!lY of
adlll:l.nistration, appeared to outweigh all other considerations.41
Rut beneath the quest.ion of finances lay the matter of Negro
suffrage.

After 1875 Congressional debates rarely or never touched on

the status of colored men in the District. Within this predominantly
Southern communi. cy-, on the other hand, people rarely forgot it. Few
talked openly of the perils of reestablishing a partly Negro electorate;
thinly veiled allusion sufficed among hostile whites. To cite but one
of many instances, in April 1876 when S~nator Morton proposed a District
referendum to ascertain local sentiment on the restoration of suffrage,
t h e ~ dismissed the plan disdainfully:

"So surfeited is the peacable,

law-abiding portion of our citizens with the disgraceful scenes attending
'Elections I regU1.ated by 'Murder Bay•, that we doubt whether many of them
would turn out even to vote on Mr. Morton's proposition in the negative

,

'

..

.

The only persons desiring sufi'rage are the office-seekers •••

who hope to ••• attain positions of honor and trust which they are

40 Star, 28 Nov 74.

4l Ibid., 2 JuJ., 24 Nov 74, 18, 26 Jan, 3 Feb 75, 8 May, 25 Nov
76, 7 Sep 77, 4 Mar, 9 May 78.
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utterly unfit to occupy. 11 42 The Star, to be sure, from 1869 onward had
advocated C011V11ission government for all municipalities, but why a paper
not pronouncedly anti-Negro during the Civil War was so sure in the late
seventies that colored voters would contrive to put only scalawags into
office was never entirely clear.43
Nevertheless, the fact that the editor of the Star, its likemimed readers1 and a number of ~nfluential members of Washington's
business community eventually had their way does not mean that contrery
views were half-hearted or confined to an insignificant few.

Only a

referendUJ11 such as Senator Morton suggested could have given a true tally
of the citizens who looked upon the terms Congressman Hendee offered as
an unequal bargain, a selling of their birthright for a mess of potage.

The probabilities are that the bulk of the population, hard-working
humble people who knew right from wrong, stood solidly against the permanent loss of any say in their government.

White or black, owners of

their own homes or men without taxable property, they could believe that
three Presidential appointees, however well-intentioned, would be unlikely

to comprehend the cities' needs as fully as would officials elected
the worki.n g classes.
an

by

Thoughtful colored people may well have seen in

act denying them votes not the means of safeguarding their rights by

putting them under Congressional protection, as some Congressmen had

42

~••

13 Apr 7po

43 Ibid., 2 Apr 72; 29 Jul 73, 6 Sep
'

\

75.
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averred, but rather an instrument for dislodging them from the position
they had won under the municipal and territorial governments.
evidence of how educated Negroes felt is tenuous.

Unhappily,

And the opinions of

inarticulate people seldom found 'lll'itten expression. Other than one

published protest against the renewed discrimination colored laborers
encountered in seeking jobs and a few petitions signed by "Workingmen"
requesting the restoration of the ballot, no clue to their feelings

survives.44
By no means all proponents of 0 Home Rule" lacked powers of

expression.

John Forney, a hardheaded business raan, once owner of both

the Daily and the Sunday Chronicle, and still owner of Washington's one
Sunday paper, used his press to point out the ultimate costs to the
conmrunity of losing control of its own affairs.

"The experience of the

Board of Public Works and the present commissioners", he wrote in 1876,
"has proven very conclusively that any form of government in which the
voice of the governed is excluded will, more or less, become ••• indifferen·t
to the wishes of the people." Forney, whose belief in racial equality
led him to say "we want to see the terms white and colored omitted as
applicable to men, 11 and to deplore, because likely to perpetuate prejudices,
a plan to start a journal exclusively for colored readers, lashed out
at Washi~tonians who ascribed the city's troubles to Negro voti~:
"whatever corruption the I Feather Dusters I and "Murder Ba:.,,. slums'

44 Ibid., 10, 11,

17 Jun 78;

seen. 38•

•
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perpetrated in those days ••• was not as much of their origination
as the Executive-appointed power behind, and had the taxpayers been
allowed a voice in its selection the territorial form of government
111:ight probably still be in existence. uL5

other well-informed people

joined in reminding their fellow citizens that since 187L as before,
appointed officials not responsible to an electorate had shown themselves
no 1110re co111petent, and at times less trustworthy, than those popularly
elected.L6
Further evidence that the opponents of disenfranchisement and
racism in any fonn included men of standing in the community lies in
the make-up of the Republican Central Executive Committee of the District
of Columbia and in the party platform members drafted i n 1876i

"That

taxation without representation is tyraney and that the unjust disenfranchisement of the inhabitants of this District is contrary to the
spirit of Republican Institutions .
Constitution; and we demand.

•

• an unpardonable violation of the

• tJ-.e irnlllediate restoration • • • of the

ballot upon the principles of the l aw in force in 1868. 11 The next plank
is more extraordinary because it was sure to alienate maey W[it es willing
to endorse votes for Negroes.

It procl aimed the wickedness of lett irig the

public schools serve as "the receptacle of caste prejudice through

L5 Chronicle, 1 Dec 7L; Sunday Chronicle, 28 Feb, 18 Jul
3 Sep, 19 Nov, 31 Dec 76, 3 Feb 78.

•

-.

aey

75,

46 Sunday Chronicle, 18 Mar 77; ltrs,Addison Dent to s. J. Bowen,
19 Mar 77, Bowen to George Holmes, Chrm Republi can Central C:lmm, D. C.,
20 Mar 77, Robt Christy to S, J. Bowen, 16 A!)r 77, and Encl osure "The
Comrs of the Dis of Col", Bowen Papers; Sentinel, 7 .Apr 77.

113
;

discrimination as to color or condition; ••• we deem the present system
of umo.xed schools •• , a wrong, and pledge our forceful and moral
infloonce against 5Uch an unjust, arbitrary and unconstitutional arrange111ent." The other sections were routine demands for "a reduction of
expenses and

the strictest economy" in the management of District affairs,

along With the abolition of "all arbitrary boards, including the District

~missioners", legislation "to promote the best interests of labor" and
declarations of undeviating loyalty to the party whose record "is as
brilliant and sublillle as it is generous and humane. 11 47 The national
party platform read differently.
Manifestly between 1874 and 1878 unanimity within the community Washington, Georgetown and the county - extended to only two points:
the desira.bility of a commitment from the federal government to pay half
the District's expenses
government.

and

the need of efficiency and economy in local

But whereas the sacrifice of "the most fundamental prin-

ciples of American liberty" seemed to some men too high

a

price to pay,

others regarded immediate economic salva•tion and assurance for the future
the true substance, the "rights" of free men only the shadow.

Yet the

chief advocates of grasping that substance were well-to~do men whose
salvation was not at stake.

Some of them

may

have thought, like the Star,48

u7 Ltr, A. 11. Green, Pres Republican Central Exec Comee, D,C,,
to S, J, Bowen, 19 Jan 76 and F..nclosure signed by ft. M. Green, Pres.,
Allen Coffin, Vice Pres, and J, H, B. Smallwood, Bowen Papers.
u8 ~ ' 3 Feb 750
•

ll4
that they o:>uld recapture the shadow whenever improved business conditior.s
made the time more propitious, and some of them, ever-fearful of colored

voters, perhaps thought the rights of free men, when governed partly by
Negroes, a chimera.

Undoubtedly, none of these business leaders dreamed

that forty-odd years later their descendants would have neither the
shadow nor more than a shred of the substance when the United States

government reduced its share in District expenses to a flat $9,000,000.
In view of the multiple pressures of national politics of the late
seventies, it is true, a united oornrnunity stand for home rule might well
•
have had no effect on the "Hill", but the division of local opinion
exonerated Congress from a charge of purely despotic action.
The passage of the Organic Act of 1878 marked the end of an era
for the capital.

The change cut deeper than residents themselves

realized at the till!8o

Washington, with Georgetown appended, was hereafter

to be a national city, the responsibility of American voters throughout
the United States, a city that would nourish their pride without troubling
their conscience unduly about ordering the lives of 150,000 fellow
Americans, not all of whom welcomed the arrangenient.

Time would show that

the consequences for those 150,000, and for the hundred thousands more to
•

come, were both good and bad, good in providing a beautiful, efficiently

,.
run city free of the graft that disgraced many American municipalities,
bad in fostering irresponsible attitudes.

After 1878, a community in the

sense of a conscious, independent>self-focussed entity, held together by
common aspirations and efforts, ceased to exist •

-

•

.....
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TEIU< El· ••-.:TS )"' WA,Q IND RF.C0NSTRUCTION

Civil war and reconstruction resh;iped all of ftmerica.

The eradication

of slavery and the addition of some seven million Negroes to the ranks of
merican citizens in itself constituted a revolution.

A second revolutionary

ch~nge felt throughout the nation but most quickly in her cities was the
growing concentration of wealth in the hi:-nds of a few men.

In the District

of Columbia, the physical improvements in Washington presented the most
ir:mldiately striking difference between tre city of 1860 and the capital of

1r18, but the 8ltered character of the popu.lation, the emergence of an
unfair.iiiar power structure md a totally new political order marked more
significant changes.
In spite of the financial uoheavals occasioned by the recklessness

1

f the Boa:rd of Public Works snd then ;,y the depression, at the end of the

070 1 s the D:i.strict•s economic position was stronger than before the war.
h('

community still had little manufacturing and, except for national

po-1i/ · cal news, nothing to sell in the markets of the rest of the country,

-----

but the seasonal- c,op of congressmen and visitors ready to spend freely
for services while in Washington kep·~ considerable money in circulation.
}'urthcnnore, the enlargement of national power at the expense of the states'
heightened both the_,;i:,. }._t:i.cal and the soci.aJ. importance of the capital.
~
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New .nglm
ac!'lir.:ery

The

ntrolled the railro:1d interests, the wool•growers, the heads of
's expandin.; textile industry, the steel manufacturers and the
1,i \kers

maint!!ined highly paid lobbyists in Washington and now and

ln came tl e:nselves to see that congressional legislation did not inter~
fore w--it.h tn:erican, business

While official society was relatively sober
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as long as "Lemonade Lucy" was mitrtress of the White House, the presence
·of foreign diplomata and influential people of all sorts and kinds from the
entire United States lent a piquancy to the season in Washington which New
York's Four Hundred itself could not invariably better.

Houses and hotel

accommodations in the capital were expensive and proportionately sought
after even before the upswing of business Activity in 1R79 launched the
United States upon a second gilded age.

Poverty was no less extreme in some

parts of Washington than in Arerica's big industrial cities, but here it was
probably less widespread and certainly less evident to the casual observer.
Although the gain since 1860 in the city's per capita wealth did not eradicate the miseries of her destitu·te families, other people could look upon
it as proof of Jbaterial progress and a hopeful sign for the future.
The proportion of foreign-born to native Americans in Washington had
dropped since 1860 from a sixth to less than a tenth of the population.

In

all gro'Wl.ng .6merican cities the ratio had declined, but in 1880 it stood at

39. 7 percent in New York, 28 percent in Cincinnati and 16.9 percent in
Baltimore.

European iJnmigrants avoided Washington, where domestic service

and unskilled jobs in the building trades offered almost the only chances to

make a living.

While immigrants unable to speak English poured into the

North, the capital hi>d only !1100 German-born inh11hitants and some 1500 other
persons born in non-F.nrJish-speaking countries, and the Irish- born were
fewer than the 6300 of eiehteen years before.

v,'hatever cosmopolitanism

Washington had attained she owed to diplomats and visitors rather than to
permanent residents.
Alt.hough the District of Columbia thus contained a larger proportion
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of native Americans than st any time since the early years of the century,
the percentage of American-born Negroes had risen sharoly.

Instead of a

firth of the total population, a third was now colored, and of that third
perhaps half lived at a hare subsistence level.

nut far more dramatic

than numbers was the char.ged character of the colored community, for although
white people still thought it one, it had become two; one group made up of
blacks native to the District and the ex-field hands who had migrated to
Washington dtU"ing and after the war, and a second relatively small group of
aristocratic old Washington families ;ind newcomers with more white than
colored blood. While the black masses greatly predominated, Washington
included more upoer class Negroes than any one other place in the country.
Educated colored men, attracted by the exceptional professional opportunities
open to them here,1 had flocked into the capit8l and turned the city into the
center of Jmeric8n Negro civilization.

Their hopes of rapidly reducing race

prejudice had dwindled during the seventies, but faith rem8ined that its
overt expression in discriminatory practices could be kept in check until
experience taught white nen that darker-skinned Americans were capable of
responsible citizenship.
An

equally significant albeit more subtle difference between 1860

and 1878 lay in the changed power structure of the community.

Congress and

the President had always had the final say on important political and
economic matters in the District, but local men in ante-bellum Washi~ton
had played some part in guiding policies.

John P. Van Ness,

w. w.

Corcoran,

George Riggs and two or three other bankers au! broker s pulled the strings,
which, while not controlling Congress, infiuenced some of its far-reaching

,20
decisions.

Newspaper editors, notably"Joe"Gales and William Seaton, and

.the heads of Washington's one real industry, printing, all had commanded
prestige and some power in local affairs.

Seven of Washington's thirteen

mayors elected before 1861 were printers or publishers.

Lawyers had occu-

pied a strategic position in a city where national politics was the principal
business, for la-wyers preponderated in Congress and leading members of the
District of Columbia bar had had professional links with men on the Hill.
When war came, Washingtonians whose standing derived from their business
connections with the South ceased to count.

Northerners, with New Yorkers

and Philadelphians in the lead, captured the franchise for the principal
street railway, opened new n~tional banks, invested heavily in Washington
real estate and, in the orocess, superseded the
dominants."

Ci. ty' s

former "economic

A few local opportunists, like .l'lexander ~epherd and Solomon

Bro1m, succeeded for a time in entrenching themselves within the new circle
of power but these ren, for the most part building contractors and real
estate speculators, made no pretense of having close ties with the city's
earlier leaders.

Perhaps the election of Nayar Mathew &!ery in 1870

represented old Washingtonians' last attempt to reestablish their past
position.
The 1870• s brought a steady enhancement of the power of outsiders.
From 18oo onward, it is true, influence with Congress, money and family
connections had formed the keystones of the District's hierarchy, but whereas
they had once been the assets of Washingtonians and Georgetowners, during
the 1870's family no longer mattered and most of the influence and money
belonged to non-residents or people who spent at most a few months of each
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year in the capital.

.,_.,~

l'he presence of senators who, if not commanding the

$5oO,OOO~income ascribed in 1878 to Senator Fair of Nevada, still had
fabulous fortunes, reduced the statwe of locnl men.1

By the end of the

century other />Jnerican cities would begin to experience a suoerficially
similar transfer of power to ebsentees as big corporations dominating
country-wide markets overshadowed purely local businesses developed at a
time when inadequate transport encouraged local geographic Monopolies.

In

the District of ~lumbia the unique features of the phenomenon were its
early occurrence and its appearance in a non-industrial, non-connnercial
commmity.

The result of this relegation of the native Washingtonian to a

secondary role in the city's economic and social life was to plant the seeds
that produced the "cliff-dwellers" in the 2oth century.

In the interim the

congenial climate of the co!1ll"unity would turn many a temporary into a
permanent resident.
Finally, the loss of all local voting rights brought about a novel
situation.

Internal bickering had subsided somewhat during the interregnum

as the United ~tates Treasury audits lessened anxieties over irresponsible
dissipation of the District's resources.

But few citizens realized that rule

by nn appointed com.~ission was not a scheme they coulry discard whenever they
felt the time ripe; and probably still fewer perceived that in a col!tlllUJlity
without political machinery public opinion would be hard to organize.

Im-

passioned discussion of the suffrage question would cease only when permanent
residents)discovering that appeals to the sanctity of democratic principles
were futile, decided to make the best of the bargain struck in 1878.

1 Frank Carpenter in article signed "Carp," Cleveland Leader, 5 Apr 84.
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RART Ill
PROSPERITY JIND POVERTY, 1878-1916
Chapter XI
Economic Interests and Political Attitudes, 187&.1901
As the United States recovered from the long depression at the end
of the 1870's, American business embarked upon a phenomenal expansion.
Immigrants poured in from Europe to crowd into the big cities of the eastern
seabo:ard and the tlidwest or, lured by advertisements of railroad land in
the unsettled West, to try farming the semi-arid stretches of the Great
Plains.

Combinations of business interests concentrated wealth in the hands

of "robber barons", while poverty spread among the working classes.

When

labor attempted to organize, cries of "anarchy" rose from employers, and in
the upper ranks of society fear of rocial revolution created a kind of
hysteria that reached a peak in 1893 and 1~94 when panic and depression again
swept the country.

Strikes and use of armed force to suppress them shook

the nation's industrial centers, forcing h11ericsns to reelrnllline the premises
upon which they had built their civilization.

Political bosses in the cities

pocketed taxpayers' money, while ward heelers won the votes of the poor.
Dissatisfied farmers joining with city workmen in endeavor to shift the
balance of power within the nation went down in political defeat in 1897
with the collapse of William Jennings Bryan's nresidential campaign.

Then

business recovery abetted by the brief war with $pain seemed again to entrench
"the money power" in control until an assassin's bullet ended McKinley's life
and put Theodore Roosevelt into the White House.

And during these decades
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of violence and change, the United States moved irresistably toward the
position of a great world power.
The District of Columbia shared in the business boom of the eighties
but, lacking industry and large-scale commerce, escaped acute conflicts
between labor and capital and the worst effects of the five-year depression
of the nineties. When the apgear§Ilce of"Geeeral Coxey's Army of the Uneinployed" in 1894 gave Washingtonians an unwanted glil'lpse of other J\mericans'
miseries, that short exgosure confinned the belief that residents of the
capital were singularly blessed.

8ince 1878 large taxpayers had edged mtay

from every proposal to modify the fonn or local goverrment, but the question
was under constant discussion during the 188o•s.

The econo~ic catastrophes

of the 1890 1 s fortified the contention that aeyone so brash as to sugeest a
change in the exi.sting arrangement was

11

fool or a self- seeking knave.

A

new Board of Trade, a seeming anomaly in a non-coll1!"1ercial city took the lead
1
in directing attention to civic needs and persuading Congress to act upon
measures 'Which citizens thel!ISelves were powerless to effect.

By the end of

the century residents of other American cities looked with admiration and
envy at the capital where the tax rate was reasonable, employment steady and
graft in local government non-existent,
Industry~ Commerce
Washington's economic focus shifted after 1878, for the long depression
preceding had the effect of convincing local promoters that the diversifies~
tion of business that had once seemed so desirable was a bruised reed on
which to lean.

Manufacturing cities had suffered more acutely than the

capital during and after tre panic; when factories closed down, thousands of
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unemployed hands had had to rely upon public charity.

The stagnation of

trade had produced similar results in commercial centers.

If no Washing-

tonian publicly gave thanks that the District had had neither industry nor
commerce to collapse, the business revival at the end of the seventies
brought with it a tacit acquiescence in Washington's remaining outside
ftmerica's commercial and industrial orbit.

Even the dismantling of the

government's ordnance }JOrkshops at Arsenal Point occasioned little protest.
The campaign of 1870 and 1871 to exploit the water power of the Potomac
Great Falls had no counterpart in the 1880 1 s; the one half-hearted attempt
to whip up fresh interest soon petered out, discouraged by troubles in
getting cle:>r title to the water rights and then starved out by the greater
attractions of investment in residential property in Washi~ton.

~imilarly

men ceased to talk of a great comnercial future for the city. 1 Among
articulate people the consensus ran that 6ervice to the federal government,
to individual consumers and to the host of yearly visitors offered "the
nationol city" a sound basis for her economy.

Rooted in so fertile a soil,

it needed nothing more to ensure a sturdy growth.

When hard times following

the panic of 1893 checked real estate and building activities in Washington,
a comritl. ttee of business men spoke of the eligible factory sites in the
District and of the unemployed workmen available as mill hands, but the
committee was at pains to insist that Washington must remsin first of all
a resi9-ential city, a center of "learning and culture." Certainly only industry of an "inoffensive" kind would be welcome and rather than seeking to
\

l Star, 2?, 29 Mar, 19 Jipr, 17 May 79, 2h May Bu; ltrs, Andrew J.
Rogers to ::,ayles J. Rowen, 8, 16 Jan 78 and Memorial of Great Falls Manufacturing Co., 1882, Rowen ms$.
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attract private industrial enterprise, the District mulct do better to
persuade the federal government to do its manufacturing of government
supplied here. 2
Manufacturing, to be sure, expanded withins narrow raQ?;e.
Tqble I).

(See

Building meterials, illuminating gas, flour, beer, printing and

men I s clothing were the '!)rincipal products, and various small items were
still turned out without benefit of power-driven machinery.

After the

Potomac Electric Power Company obtained land and water rights at the Great
Falls in 1898, wider use of power seemed likely, but as late as 1900 all
manufacturing concerns together used less than 9600 horse power, the equivalent potential of about 70 family automobiles of mid-20th century. 3 In the
meantime, the production of consumer goods for a local public suited a
community whose business leaders rather feared heavy industry because of
"the possible unrest developed in t.lte population whenvver an unsatisfactory
relation between labor and capital might arise."

Although growth was more

pronounced between 1R80 and 1890 than in the depression-ridden next decade,
the 1890 1 s brought the Di.strict mo•·e establishments with rore money invested,
more employees, more paid out in wages an<l a larger dollar value of product.
Brick making, fell behind both lumber dressing ancl stone cutting. Flour
milling, on the declil'! since 1870, dropped off sharply after lRP,9 when a
devastating flood so damaged the C & 0 canal that for seven or eight years

2

Jlnl Rpt,

Fifth!!!!~. Washington Board of Trade, 1894, pp. 6-7, Seventh
1896, PP• b-7, 34-35 and Eighth ~ &?.!:., 1898, PP• 44-47 (here-

after cited as ~ Ret ~

2£

!f) •

.

3 Twelfth u.~. Census, 1900, VIII, Manufactures, Pt II, p. 115;
Anl Rpts~ 2£ !!:, 1898, p. h6, 1899, P• 52.
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FOODS AND BEVERAGES

PRINTING AND ENGRAVING

1 .

251

Brick and Tile
Lumber
Tin, copoer ;,nd sheetiron roofing
Marble and stone work
Carpent)'Y
t!asonry
Painting and Paper-hanging
Plumbing & Gas-fitting

Bread and Baking
Flour and Grist Milling
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t
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TEnPRISE~ IN

DISTPICT OF COWMBIA

· Salaries

Ci, ital Investment
1900

'

1830

1890

V~lue of Product
1900

1880

1890

1900
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t hereaf ter canal traffic ceased altogether. 4 Baking, on the other hand,
increased as householders substituted hakers 1 bread for homemade.

In twenty

years brewing grew from a ~275,ooo to a r1,3Lo,ooo business and, unlike
most manufacturers,Christian Henrich unquestionably sold outside the District
a large part of the output of his imposing brick brewery near the nouth of
Rock creek.

J\fter 1890 private book publishing and job printing yielded in

importance to newspaper and magazine publishing, but the Government Printing
Office kept the balance about

as

before.

For stockholders probably the most profitable enterprise was tJ1e
Waehington Gas Light Company; its monopoly, unchallenged until electricity
offered a glimmer of competition in the 1890 1 s, enabled the company to pay
yearly a minimum of 10 percent in dividends, though, compared to the 65
percent in the depression year of 1876, the return was small.' A swelling
population which included 350 bankers, about 9,000 well-to-do professional
people, and a nUJ11ber of men listed in the City Dire~ory merely as "capitalist" meant a constantly mounting demand for all commodities. 6 Indeed in
1899 the Washington Board of Trade declared:

"The unprecedented growth of

demand on the part of consumers of ffllery kind has taxed the facilities and
ingenuity of merchants and manufacturers, absorbing their attention so completely as to leave little time or room for thoughts or theories of further
eBpansion of induetries. 117

4 Star, 1

5 S Mis

Jan 90.

Doc 91, 53C, 2S, 19 Feb 94, Ser 3167; Cleveland Leader, 19

Apr 83.
6 Tenth¼_ Census, 1880 Population, I, 816; Fleventh Census, 1890,
Population, • I, Pt II, 306-311; Twelfth Census, 1900, Population, II, Pt
II, Sl0-19; City Directories, 1878 and 1900.
7 .Anl Rpt !! £! '.!£, 1899, p. 51.
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Long before the final collapse of the C & 0 canal, citizens had abandoned
their old ambition to see the District a rreat oomrnercial~emporium: Shoppers
were delighted to have Isadore Saks open his fine clothing store and Samuel
>

Woodward and Alvin Lothrop a department store modelled upon Uanamakers of
Philadelphia and Marshall Field1 of Chicago, but local advertisements of the
latest pelisse imported from Paris did not make Washington, as one disappointed
young woman noted, "a brag shopping place"; Baltimore was more satisfactory.
Frank Hume ran a large wholesale grocery business, but most of Washington's
merchants stuck to retailing.

The city's chief commercial aim in the last years

of t,he century was to be the convention center of the country.

Organized

sight-seeing tours would be a development of the 20th century, but as early
as 1878 some three hundred business men, pursuing the idea that the capital
should be the show pl~ce of the nation, obtained frcan Congress a charter for
a National Fair Association.

Renewal of the thirty-year-old campaign to

obtain a large public auditorium in the city failed to win congressional

SUJ>-

port, but exhibitions held in 1879 and 1880 at Ivy City near the Kendall
Green school for the deaf were modest financial successes; a fair of 1882
dedicated to raising money for a memorial to the martyred President Garfield
attracted rather less attention.

When plans formed in the late eighties for

a world's fair in 1892 to celebrate Coll.Dllbus I discovery of the New World ended
in Washington's losing the coveted plum to Chicago, crestfallen citizens could
only take oomfort in the steady rise of Washington's tourist and convention
trade, 8 and in being "a favorite place of residence for people of talent,
culture and fortune. 119

..

8 Ltr, Virginia Grigsby to Hart Grigsby, Jul 83, Gibson-Humphreys mss
(SHC); Star, 22 Aug, 21, 23 Oct 19, 8, 16 Oct 80, 20 May, 18, 23 Nov 82, 17
Mar 83,lI!Jan 85, 13 Seo, 10 Oct 87; Sun Chronicle, 21 Aug Bl, 4 Jun 82;
Sentinel, 12 Oct, 13 Nov 89; Washington Post, 2, 4, 11 Oct 89; Anl Rpt !! 2f
!!:, 1891, p. 18.

9 s Mis Doc 22?, 52c, lS, 3 Aug 92, Ser 2907.
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F.state and Building
Nearly universal acceptance of the ideal of making and keeping the

city "a favorite place of residence" was at once the cause and the result
of wide-spread interest in local real estate.

In the 1880 1 s it became a

fashion to purchase lots in Was~ton or buy tracts of suburban land for
division into home sites.

To people of small income as well as the well-

to-do>investment in Washington real estate looked practically fool-proof.
Mrs. Susan Grigsby, an impoverished Southern gentlewoman who in lR83 had
just obtained a f900 a year clerkship in ttie eovernment Land Office, wrote to
her sister:

"There are still big fortunes to be made in this city on very

small real estate investments and I hope you and I will be amongst the
fortunate ones. 1110 That Mrs. Grigsby'a venture did not pay off in no

way

discouraged others. A boom in building accompanied the expansion of the
market for unimproved property.

Purchasers of land in the heart of the city

put up office buildings or stores,but most of the new buildings were houses,
some of them separate individually designed dwellings, more of them contractor-built red brick rows.ll Greatly impressed by a propper1ty that had
produced nine hundred new houses in less than six months, a young newspaper
correspondent questioned

a

leading citizen about its source.

"Was~ton,"

came the answer, "is more of a business town tran most people think. Washingtonians have somP whole- s~le groceries here 'Which do a business up into

,.~Is-o..r

10 Ltrs, Susan Grigsby to f'arah G. Humphreys, 5 Aug 83,
/"84,
Vi1giata G,i,gelaf •Yai:t.Jlri~, d'd! 0:;", Gibson,.Humphreya mss (SHC).
ll

...

/

21 Nov

Bo,

4,

st

18 Jun 81, 30 Sep 82, 28 Apr 83; 27 Mar 84; Sun Chronicle,
2 ~ep 82•
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millions. 11 As the city was growing as fast as any in the country, "real
estate values have been making regular j'U.lllps uoward for the past two
years • • • the day will come--! ought to say it has already c0111e-when it
will be as fashionable to have a winter house at Washington as it is to
have a sUJm11er one at Newport or at Faratoga •••Washington in the winter is
the gayest of the gay nl2
O

Washington, however, had always been known for the gaiety of her
season and yet, except for the war years, had never before enjoyed such a
boom.

Formerly most public officials and people come to join in the

winter's social whirl had rented houses or lived in hotels and boardi111;
houses; now virtually all men holding important public office made a point
of omri.ng their own houses, and scores of other temporary residents hastened

to build or buy. 13 The explanation is probably two-fold:

first, Washing-

ton's rew physical attractions and her increasingly diverse society, second
and equally important, the federal gover!Wlnt 's commitment of 1878 to share
District expenses, forbid ruinous ~blic borrowing and thus ~ep ta:ices
reasonable.

Evidence that truces did not fall with great weight upon the

rich appears in the assessment records; in 1893 the property of only 4,ll9
of the 31,700 Distr-lct taxpayers was valued at over r.10,000 and, despite
frequent allusions to the city's large arra:y of costly"mansions, 11 the holdings
of only 1300 people were assessed at more than ~25,ooo.14 The "opulent

Sep 83.

l2 Frank Carpenter in an article signed~, Cleveland Leader, 30

13 Ibid., 17 Mar 85.
r_

5tr3~11o

14 Anl Rpt ~ of Tr, 1893, p. 33; Comrs Rpt, 1893, p.l~. ~Same
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New Yorker, 11 the merchant prince

.i&i.ke Levi Leiter of Chicago, or a

Pittsburgher like Gem,ge Westinghouse grown rich on his inventions, could
build or buy his own residence in Washington, occupy it a few months of
the year and, when he wanted to dispose of it, count on making money on the
transaction.

What the very wealthy chose to do seemed desirable to people

not so wealthy.
Permanent residents of the city, in turn, began to build houses to
sell or to furnish and rent.

A house had to be very ill-equipped or badly

located not to lease for ttie winter at a price that would bring the owner
a handsome annual return.

Rentals of furnished houses ranged in the mid-

eighties from $75 to t;.3733 a month; the average was $200. 1 5 As land values
rose, high-priced flats began to appeer, a sign of urban growth both
gratifying and slightly alarming to old residents. 16 One businessman,
marvelling at the changes he had witnessed since the war, noted that in 1865
Washington had had no brokers dealing exclusively in real estate, and agents
handled it along with claims insurance and stocks; fifteen years later the
realtor had oome into being.

Men who hE0 begun os government cl erks

in '\'laahington ·turned into real estate dealers.

So fifteen- year- old Brainard

Warner in 1863 came from a small tm·m in Pennsylvania, got a clerical job in
the Judiciary ~quare Hospital and other clerkships in the next several years
and, after reading law with the famous Thaddeus Stevens and graduating from
the Columbian Law School in 1869, founded a highly successful real estate

15 Cleveland Leader, 5 Jan 83, 1 Nov 84; ltr s. J. Bowen to Phebe
Barker, 8 Nov 01, Bowen mss; Post, Oct 89; Star, 1 ~an 90.

, ....

16 Star, 10 Feb, 10 Mar 83, 8 Oct 87.
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business; George Truesdell,a New Yorker trained as a civil engineer,began
his Washington career in 1872 as a clerk in the Treasury and then opened his
own real estate office; and a dozen other ambitious young nen followed the
same path from government clerkships to heads of real estate companies.
188$ there were a hundred-odd firms.

By

"The real estate men occupy the best

offices, and along F street where they are mostly found, their carriages line
the street curbs during business hours. 1117 More than 24So buildings went up
in Washington in 1887 alone, and ground that had sold for 8 cents a foot

f ive years before sold for 48. 18
Abetted by a new generation of astute young bankers, real estate
syndicates embarked in the mid-1880 1 s upon large- scale operations in the
suburbs.

One group bought Kalorama Heights, once part of Joel Barlow's

estate lying between Boundary street and Rock creek; another acquired 240
acres along Massachusetts avenue extended from the creek to the Tenleytown
road, the Wisconsin avenue of tod&,l'; and in 1887 still a third purchased
Chevy Qiase, the old Joseph Bradley farm on the District's northwestern line.
Chevy

Chase was to be the site of Washington's first country club.

Apparently

some of these deals aimed at a wealtey clientele which would build magnificent houses; several purchasers eventually did. The profits on these
transactions were frequently quick and reportedly enormous.

Less sophisticated

residential areas beyond the city limits also rose sharply in value, although

•

l7 ill£., 17 Jun

as•

18 Ibid., 27 Oct 88.
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business; George Truesdell,a New Yorker trained as a civil engineer,began
his Washington career in 1872 as a clerk in the Treasury and tren opened his
own real estate office; and a dozen other ambitious young men followed the
same path from government clerkships to heads of real estate companies. By
188$ there were a hundred-odd firms.

"The real estate men occupy the best

offices, and along F street where they are mostly found, their carriages line
the street curbs during business hours. 1117 More than 24So buildings went up
in Washington in 1887 alone, and ground that had sold for 8 cents a foot
five years before sold for 48. 18
Abetted by a new generation of astute young bankers, real estate
syndicates embarked in the mid-1880 1 s upon large- scale operations in the
suburbs.

One group bought Kalorama Heights, once part of Joel Barlow's

estate lying between Boundary street and Rock creek; another acquired 240
acres along Massachusetts avenue extended from the creek to the Tenleytown
road, the Wisconsin avenue of todf\\'; and in 1887 still a third purchased
Chevy Chase, the old Joseph Bradley farm on the District's northwestern line.
Chevy Chase was to be the site of Washington's first country club.

Apparently

some of these deals aimed at a wealtey clientele which would build magnificent houses; several purchasers eventually did. The profits on these
transactions were frequently quick and reportedly enormous.

Less sophisticated

residential areas beYond the city limits also rose sharply in value, although

•

l7

ill£.,

17 Jun

as•

18 Ibid., 27 Oct 88.
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the appreciation was slower.

A section to the east of 19th street soubh

of Columbia road increased in seventeen years from an assessed value of
!'112,000 to fl,137,liOO.

Cleveland Heights, so named because the President's

fifteen-room swnmer "cottage" was located on Woodley road nem' the Tenleytown electric street railwa;y-, boomed in the late eighties; and a few years
later when the Naval Observatory was built on a hilltop in the vicinity,
Cleveland Park came into existence. 19
As Washington became "a city for the rich, 11 people of modest means
found the cost of housing an acute problem.

11

It is strange, 11 remarked

John Forney•s Sunday Chronicle "that the capitalists and moneyed men of
Washi~ton seeking good opportunities for investment never think of building
blocks of small houses within the reach of poor men and government clerks. 1120
Le Droit Park, begun in the late 1870's as a model apartment building venture,

quickly becane too e:xoensive for many householders.

tfultiplying building

and loan associations helped the llnpecunious finance new homes, but mounting
costs of labor and build~ materials were constant i.Jlloediments. 21 Some
families solved the problem by building or buying a house, occupying only
a part and renting out rooms; others had to find quarters in inaccessible
localities beyond the reach of the street railwa;y-s, in Uniontown or Hillside
across the Eastern Branch or in areas northeast such as Eckington, once

1 9 Directory, 1890; Star 28 Jul 83, 24 Ma;y- 84, 27 May 85, 7 l,{a;y,
18 Jun, 9 Jul, 26 Nov, 3 D e ~ 16 Jun 88; Post, 27 Oct 89; Sentinel, 16
Jul 92.
20 ~ Chronicle, 11 Jul 81.

(

21 s ar, 8 Nov 79, 14 Feb 85; Comrs Rpts, 1899, p. 16, Ser 3930,
1900, PP• 2 -29, Ser 4118.
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Joseph Gales' ~Ulllmer place, or in Brightwood.

Goverment clerks without

children to consider generally lived in Washington boarding houses; single
women in fact hsd little choice.

Timid widows and younger women reduced to

poverty after the Civil War who then got clerkships in Washi~ton were
fearful of the remoteness of the suburbs and the eicpense of daily carfare. 22
The real estate boom, if sauce for the gander, was certainly not sauce for
the goose.
What the 20th century would call "suburban sorawl" had a · twenty-year
start be.fore Congress took steps to ensure some order in the future outward
thrust of the city.

By 1888 a belt of "inharmonious subdivisions" where

streets had no relation to those of the city rit€ed Washington' s northern
bounds.

Recognizing for the first time a "metropolitan area" problem,

Congress enacted a law requiring suburban developers to lay out their subfor a time
divisions in conformity with the street plan of the city. The act/checked
the mushrooming of relatively inexpensive settlement.a on Washiq:ton's
periphery but later simplified the extension of sewers, water mains and
street lights into the oounty.

Even without these urban oonveniences,

county real estate increased in value nearly 5oo percent during the eighties. 23
Until street railway lines ran over the Aqueduct bridge into Virginia,

22 Sun Chronicle, 21 Aug 81; Star, 20 Jul llo, 15 Mar 82, 7 Jan 88;
Cleveland Leader, S Jan 83(· Vir~inia Grigsby to her brother, Jul 83,
Glbso'I\-H~W1t>\.irt.ys l'I\SS S\1C J.
23 Comrs' Rpts, 1886, op. 40-43, Ser 2471, 1890, p. h3, Ser 2848;
S Rpt 623, 53C, 2S, 20 Jul 94, Ser 3192; ptn, H5JJ1.H6.1, 21 Feb 95; S Doc
2.34, 54C, 1s; 26 Jpr 96, Ser 335h; Star, 1 Jan 90, 1 Jan 91.
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Washington's suburbia, to the dismay of JleXflndrians, included none of the
area beyond the Potomac. 24 In 1890 a newspaper article

w!!Xed

over recent improvements in the District's outlying areas:

rhapsodic

"In time the

District will he one vast city, the most beautiful, uniforn, and attr~ctive
of 8l'IY to he found, the centre of learning, thought, wealth And station,
the pride of our l'lepublican empire and the envy of the world. 1125
The slowing of all business after 1893 retarded real estate and
building operations in both city and suburbs, but recovery, beginning in
1898, was so rapid that the District building inspectors were swamped with
work.

While a group of civic-minded men intent on ending alley~dwelling in

Washington organized the Sanitary Improvement Company and built

a.

number of

row houses suited to the purses of 'llOrkingmen, extension of the street
railway lines into the co1mty west of the Anacostia river h11stened the
peopling of that entire area "to the proportion of a city.n 26 Ca?Tol 0 0
Wright, former head of the '-'ederal Bureau of L11bor Statistics, wrote in
1899:
These movements for the improvement of the city have given some wag
the opportunity to say that the population of Washington is divided
into two classes~-real estate agents 11nd those who are not.-but the
usual facetious remark about real estate agents is offset, and more
than offset, hv the fact that they h11ve heen instrumental in a very
large degree in carrying on the improvements that make the '!)I'esent
city• • • • On the whole ••• it is not too much to say thl't Washington

24 Ptn, SS1A-Jl5, 22 Jul 90; Washington Bee, 7 Jan 93.
25 Chronicle, 14 Sep 90.
26 Comrs' Rpts, 1896, p. 17, Ser 3497, 1899, PP• 12-14, Ser 3930,
1900, P• 28, Ser 4118; Anl Rpts !! 2f Tr, 1896, PP• 34~35, 1897, p. 5, 1899,
21--22, 1900, p. 40; Star, 1 Jan 98, 2 Jan 99, 1 Jan oo, 1 Jan 01.
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owes a debt to what it likes to call sometimes the "speculators in
real cstate.27
Role

2f. ~ Federal

Government

Citizens in genP.ral and real estate companies in partidular, however,
owed much of their prosperity to the widening scope of the federal govern-,
ment I s undertakings and the accompnnying growth of the ciVil service.

The

wealth of members of Conr,ress was itself an c1sset to Washington, since freespending senators md re~resentatives spilled money about the city.

In 1882

a knowledgeJ.ble newspBDer nan estimated the oersonal fortunes of seventeen
senators at over ~600,000,000, and the salariP.s railroad magnates and
powerful industriRlists paid lobbyists in the c:aoit11l swelled the sums soent
on high living.

28

The lengthening rosters of clerks in the Rxecutive

Department6also increased the demand for commodities, services, and housing.
The 23,000 government employees of 1890 constituted a larger population
than oll Washill{'ton had had in 18uO, and some 26,000 in 1901 needed more of
everything than did the 7800 employees of 1880.

Salaries, tthough small to

the point of penuriousness, meant a regular monthly income worth fiehting

to get. 29 ftfter as well as before the inauguration in 1883 of competitive
civil service examinPtions, every month about twenty newspaper advertisements snoeared, reading tYPicalzy:

"Will give l',1 00 for a pli>ce as clerk or

27 Jarroll D. Wright, "The F.conomic Development of the District of
Columbia, 11 Proceedi'l&! of the Washington Academy of Science, I, (Tlec 1899),

180.

28 Cleveland Leader, 21 Dec 82, 2u Mar
29 U.S. Register, 18~1 and 1901.

flu
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messenger in any of the departmmts:

first class references. n30 To a

degree unequalled in earlier years, Jlmericans ·throughout the United States
looked to the federal government for their livelihood. When the new Library
of Congress was finished in 1893, an expsnciing library staff created new
openings.

Johs in the Government Printing Office, the Rureau of F.ngraving

and at the Navy Yard multiplied during the entire period, while the
declaration of war with Spain in 1898 opened up new posts in both the War
and Navy Departrnents.31 Jlnd adding to the advantages of living in the
capital, "We have at Washin-·ton, in all departments of the GoveZ'l'll!J3nt,
nearly a thousand experts in a great number of classes or branches of
service ••• the whole body of them constituting the most important cluster
of men of genius and rare attainments in the world. 11 32
Federal public works, while less important to the city than those of
the 1850's, were another source of prosperity, if only because they provided jobs for common laborers and skilled artisans-~for workmen to excavate
the foundations of the National Museum of the Smithsonian Institution on
the Mall, the new Library of :;ongress on Capitol Hill, nnd the new city

bf""":>

Post Office on Pennsylvania~ for craftsmen putting the finishing touches on
the State, War and Navy building west of the \-!hite House, for bricklayers
erecting the walls and the squat towers of the ~iusewn, the tile-setters
engaged in emplacing its frieze of red and hlue tile medallions, the

30 Cleveland Leader, 2 Jul 83 quoting a dozen examples.

31 Bee, 28 Aug 86.
32 Seen. 9; S Rpt 825, 52C, lS, 20 Jun 92, Ser 2914.
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carpenters needed for interior work, and for masons entrusted with completing the Washington Honument or laying the stone of the Library and
Post Office.

Dredgers and carters had several years' work when Congress

in 18112 at long last appropriated funrls for redemption of the "Potomac
Flats" by dredging the river channel and filling the tidal marsh that had
stretched since the 183O's from the National Observatory beyond the White
House to the Lo~ f!ridge.

Jobs laying water mains and sewers, work spon-

sored by the District commissioners for 'ltiich the federal goverrnoont paid
only half, further increased employment during the 1$6O's.
were slightly higher here than elsewhere.

Wages, moreover,

Though labor IU!d grievances and

strikes aimed at an eight- hour day occurred in 1$86, the District had by
then a few "eight-hour bosses," and the loci,J. unions, l'larmed by public
attitudes toward tre Haymarket Riot in Chicago on May Day, saw fit to
condemn any recourse to violence.

Four years later a fresh round of strikes

began, but labor organization here as elsewhere was too feeble to win 'l11lY
major concession.
The curtailment of building during the five-year depression of the
next decade struck workingmen a severe blow.

Except for men employed in

the bakeries and breweries, wage rates fell sharply.

(See Table 1· ,.

Still Washin{'ton seemed to offer more chances than other big cities.

In

the !RJring of 1894 when "General" Coxey led his "ft.rmy of the Unemployed"
to the capital to seek ~he help of the federal government, the local unions
remained very quiet, their sympathies doubtless diluted by belief that the
District was their special preserve.

Apparently, however, they welcol!lld

the idea of making Washington a center of organized labor.

In 1895 the

Knights of Labor moved its headquarters from Philadelphia t-0 a building
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"within the very shadow of the Capitol," while the American Federation of

Labor, With some 2,000nPw manhers ;,nd a newly organized labor bureau, found
jobs for about 150 men.

The resUl!\ption of private building activities two

or three years later restored some of tie confidence of the wor kingmen.33
Proofs of a congressional interest in ihe capital such as Washington
had never before enjoyed further stimulated the economy.

Most Washing-

tonians would doubtless have agreed that reclamt1tion of t he Potomac Flats,
because a vital sanitary measure, was the most needed public project, hut
the founding of the Zoo, the opening of Rock Creek Park and, when litigation
over ownership of the made land on the water front ended in vesting title
in the United States, the creation of Potomac Park probably gave quite as
much general satisfaction.
Glover of the Riggs

&

Pardsighted citizens, above all young Charles

Compaey banking firm, perceived that plans for the

"City Beautiful" might be ultimately more important than a proliferation
of ouhlic buildings.

From 1867 onward, Conr,ress, prodded by the petitions

of Distr:l.ct residents and the occasional urgings of federal offi cials, had
talked of acquiring the Rock creek valley for a park, but until 1889 each
successive bill had failed.

That year fears lest sewage from nearby

duellings\. contaminate the creek/frretrievab:iy) induced Congress to include
in the District ap~ropriation ~200,000 for the purchase of land for a
National Zoological Park a mile north of the city limits.

Eighteen months

later Congress authorized the purchase of a much larger stretch of the

~"'

33 Star, L1 Oct 8h, lli Feb 85, 24 Jun 86,;; Nov 87, 1 Jan 91, l Jan
95, 1 Jan 90;ptn, S50JI-Jl2, l Jun 88; f 1-Iis Do4 48C, 2S, 20 Jan 85, fer
2265; S Rpt 174, 5hC, 1S, 4 Feb 96, Ser 3362; Sentinel, 28 Apr 94, 29 Jlpr
99; Chronicle, 12 Aug 9h.
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upper valley for "a pleasuriI>.g ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the
people of the United Stateso"

That the Zoo

CaJTe

f:lr st was probably due to

the recommendation of Samuel Langley, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, who wanted a proper home for the live animals then kept on the Smithsonian grounds to serve as models for the Institution's taxidennists 34
0

Under the direction of the Smithsonian regents, the Zoo containing
some 225 specimens of wild creatures opened in 1890 with a fonner Barnum
and Bailey man as head keeper.

Two years later purchase of the land for

Rock Creek Park was completed.

A critical minority contended that Congress

exploited the District by imposing upon it heavy expenses for national purposes such as "monkey parks," that the money might have been better spent
on improving the Mall, and that only speculators in the real estate adjoining
the creek would benefit from the proposed "embellishments."

In actuality,

perhaps because of "the extremely economical ideas of the House colllJ!littee
on appropriations" of the 52nd and succeeding Co~resses, the stretch above
the "Zoological Gardens" was largely left in its natural state aid even at
the end of the century only a few roads wound through the woodlands.

But

the new parka formed a point of departure upon a course that would eventually
restore salient features of L'Enfant's plan of the city.

-z..

In r esponse/pleas

of the Park committee of the Board of Trade and a corrmittee in charge of
the city's centennial celebration, in January 1901 Senator James Macmillan

34

Comrs Rpt, 1886, p. 144, Ser 2471; ff Rpt 3820, 49C, 2s, 31 Jan
87, Ser 2501; H Rpt 3866, 50C, 25, 26 Jan 89, fer 2673; ptns, H50A-Dl, 19
Feb 89 and H5lA-Dl, n.d.; H Mis Doc 72, 51c, 15, 18 Jan 90, Ser 276o; S Ex
D~c 127, 51c, 1s, Ser 26880
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proposed that the government appoint a commission to plan a complete park
system linking the Capitol grrunds, which Frederick Law Olmst ead had landscaped in the seventies, the Mall and Potomac Park with the Zoo and Rock
Creek Park.

From that beginning would spring a much larger plan for

beautifying the city.35
Relations of Congress and Co111Munity
The relations of Congress with the local community, while now and

again touched by controversy, eventually achieved a serenity that contrasted
markedly with the earlier atroosohere of anger and frustration,

Not all

Conrresses, it is true, gave the District much Rttention, and even those
that produced the most constructive legislation shelved some bills important
to Washingtonians,

On the other hand, particularly during the 1890's, a

number of senators and representatives displayed
devote thought to District problems.

mi

astonishing readimss to

Congressmen occasionally complained

about the time spent on local affairs, for, as Senator Morgan of Alabama
noted, "whenever a i:roposition comes up in reference to the disposition of
the rights of property of any person whatsoever in this city, the Senate
of the United States is converted ••• into a mere town council, and the
wrangles that go on here resemble very much the interesting debates that
occur in such bodies, 11 36 Yet congressional impatience tended to yield to

55,

35 Sentinel, 20 Mar 90; Star, 2 Jan 93; .Anl RptS6B of Tr, 1898, p.
1899, pp. 65-66, 1901, pp. 20, 64-66; S Rpt 1919, c,2s-;-18 Jan 01,

Ser ho64.

36 Rec, I.6~, 2s, 6

May

80, p. 3o63,

541

r

pride in what Arreri.cans were coming increasingly to regard as a national
city,

The reports of committees investigating such questions as the

organization of charities, the public school system or the District tax
structure often revealed considerable understanding of the local situation
and an intelligent interest in bettering it, and, despite some short-sighted
obstructionism, congressional debates on local bills generally ended in
accepting committee recommendations.

Nm(j:omers on the Hill, to be sure,

not infrequently exploded about the impropriety of forcing their constituents to contribute to the District expenses.

But appropriations went

through yearly with at most minor deviations from the principle of equal
sharing set forth in the Organic Act, and a bill to cancel the arrangement
in 1896 got very short shrift indeed after figures showed that taxable
property in the Di.strict came to about r,,191,418,0I')() whe11eas federal property,
exclusive of the streets and aJ.leys, totaJ.led over tl98,ooo,ooo.37
District taxpayers, for their part, understood clearly the importance of tihe annual federal appropriation.

Although they thought it unjust

to have to pay haJ.f the costs of the Zoo, an explicitly National Park under
the direction of a federal agency, they knew that without federal money
the park could not have come into being. When the extension of streets and
ouhlic utilities into the county became urgent, suburban residents not
unnaturaJ.ly were indigmmt at congressional refusal to apoly the fiftyfifty principle to the coonty as well as 'the city; in actuality, after

37 E.g., ibid,, 47C, 2s, 5 Jan 83, pp. 890-93, 52c, 1s, 2 Mar 92,
pp. 1636-58, 54c, 1s, 31 Jan 96, p. 1178, 23 May 96, p. 5599; H Rpt 1978,
54C, 1s, 22 May 96, Ser 3464.
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approval of a District highway syste~ in 1899 and 1900,only the assessments
on private property for puhlic :i.Jnproverrents marked off county from city by
an invisible line.38 Whether city-dweller or county, everyone felt the
weight of coqi;ressional authority, aid, when House or /:;enate diSlllissed a
grievance SUITll'larily, citiz•ms' sense of helplessness was acute. They
realized that disagreements among themselves often hampered Congress in
deciding what would best suit the community, but even when public opinion
was virtually unanimous, a congressional wh:i.Jn could block a measure.

For

eX3111ple, in the face o1 city-wide uneasiness about the paucity of charitable
institutions for col•red children, Conr:ress haggled over the offer of a
civic-minded Negro to give his fann as a home for "the poor colored waifs
of the city."

Ccngressional inaction on codification of District law bedame

so intolerable ihat private citizens finally engaged a lawyer at their ow
expense to dr·.tft a code.
part draft.

Congress then accepted the first part of the two-

Every new Congress, moreover, presented a fresh hazard, since

rnen servir.g their first term were likely to be assigned to House or Senate
Distric• Gommittee where their unfamiliarity with the needs of a politically
impotC>,1t c.i ty could impede or stop badly wanted legislation.39
At:1:itudes toward Suffrage
Rebellion against that iJ!lpotence alternately waxed. and waned in

38 S Rpt 1150, 55C, 2S, 25 May 98, f'.er 3625; Comrs Rpts, 1899, pp.
33-34, Ser 3930, 1900, P• 31, Ser 4118; ptn, H52P-Dl, 30 Mar 92, ~ Rpt
,!:! 2£ Tr, 01, P• 29.
39 Star, 5 Apr 79, l ~ep 81, 5 Mar 87, 18, 25 Feb, 3, 10 Mar 88, 2
Jan 99; Capitol, 1 Jan 88; ~un Chronicle, 23 Jan, 6 Feb 81, 5 Mar 82;
Chronicle, 14 ~ep 90; ptns,7i!i6A~Dl, 8 Mar 80, ~50A-Jl2, 9 Jan 88; S Mis
Doc 161, 53C, 2s, 23 Apr 94, Ser 3171; s F.x Doc 107, She, 1s, 7 Feb 96,
Ser 3350; Anl !!e1 !! of Tr, 1897, p. 65.
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strength during the 1880 1 s.

.Ambivalence marked the thinking of a great

many people; while District representation in Congress looked desirable,
could a non-voting delegate to the House of Representatives serve any useful
purpose, and could his election offset the possible disadvantages of unlimited
manhood suffrage in local affairs?

Could the community obtain a voice in

Congress without accepting a popularly elected local government? Reopening
the question settled by the Organic Act might merely result in scrapping
the provision for federal appropriations without altering the District's
non-voting status or, worse in the view of some Washingtonians, might end
in the return of a city regime dominated by Negro and propertyless voters.
Fear of prying the lid off a Pandora's box apparently kept some men silent
except when provoked into speech by some flagrant congressional sin of
omission or commission.ho
The local press generally opposed restoration of a popularly elected
District government.

The~ invariably warned of the perils of a return

of the "feather dusters" and insisted that all ihtelligent citizens stood
solioly against such folly; the faults of the existing local administration
lay in the men apPointed, not in the system,
paper directed mainly to Washington's

German

The Post and the Sentinel, a
population, were far less

pleased With government by ~pointed federal officials,

For several years

after 1878 both papers held limited suffrage better than none but later
veered

away

from unqualified endorsement of an elected city government. 41

4o Star, 25 Jan, 16, 23, 30 Dec 79, 13, 24 Jan Ao, 5 Mar 87, 18 Feb
88; Capitol, 26 Jan 79, 1 Jan 88.

41 Star, 4, 6, 11 Feb 79, 3, 4, 7, 8 Feb, 4 Mar Bo, 27 Mar, 8 Apr
84, 22 May, 1 Jun AS, 27 Nov 86, 28 Jan 88; Capitol, 14 Jan 83, 1 Jan 88;
Post, 22, 23, 30 Jan 79; Sentinel, 27 Mar, 4, 18 Dec 86, 21 Sep 89, 11
l'.ar 93, 7 Apr 94.

r
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The People's Advocate, a short-lived Negro newspaper, declared "Universal
suffrage is wrong in policy of {.sii/ not in princiole when applied to
cities." A literacy Pnd a property qualificstion for voting should be part
of any plan for elections in Washinr,ton,

The Ree, a seoond Negro paper,

wavered back and forth but usually argued that colored people were better
off under the protection of Congress than they would be under city officials
elected by Negro riff ra£f.

Only the Chronicle and John Forney•s Sunday

Chronicle, speaking for that tempestuous old radical, consistently took the
line that a local electorate including colored men could no worse for
itself than did federal appointees. 42 The opinion of workingmen rarely
found its way into print, but some handwritten petitions from labor groups
repeated their earlier appeals for District self-government. White tx:>rkingmen, however fanatically dedicated to the doctrine of white supremacy,
obviously believed two white men could always outvote one Negro, and, unlike
wealthier citizens, the working classes were only incidentally concerned
with perpetuation of the financial provisions of the Organic .Act. U3
In 1888 Theodore Noyes, son of the editor of the Star. published a
series of articles reviewing the eighty-eight years of what he termed
congressional nneglect" of Washington.

Coming on the heels of a congressional

session that had seen no action on important local bills, the analysis struck

u2 Peoples .Advocate, 21 Jul 82; ~ee , 13 Jan, 17 Mar 83, 8, 15 Mar,
12 Apr 84, 28 Feb 8$, 13 Mar 86, 6 Aug 7, 28 Jan 88, 5 teb 98; Sun
Chronicle, 25 Jan, 15, 20 Feb 80, 26 Jun 81, 27 Aug 82; Chronicle, 27 Jan
84, 8 Jun 90, 7 Apr 95, 15 Oct 98.
43 Star, 16, 30 Dec 79, 2u Jan 80, 11 Jlug 83; ptns, H51A-Dl, 5 Dec
90, H52ft-Dl, 30 Mar 92, S55J1-Jlll, 8 Dec 97; ~ . 1 Jan 99.
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home with peculiar force .
would be useless.

Popularly elected municipal officers he thought

"Without representation," he argued, "suffrage is of no

value; and, shut out from the bodies which make its laws and imposes taxes
upon it, representation of the District \Ulder the Constitution in its
present shape can only be a sham." The one measure that could give District
citizens any power over their own destiny was a constitutional amendment
enabling qualified voters to elect representatives to Congress and a corresponding number of 111,mbers to the i:residential electoral college.uu
Later that year a recently organized Citizens' Committee of 100, reminiscent
of the Committee of 1878, set itself to exsmine Noyes' proposal and possible
alternatives.u5 While Appleton Clerk, a Washington notary, assembled a
sheaf of letters expressing the views of well-known Washingtonians and
figures comparing the District's population, we1>lth and contril:utions to
the nation With those of a half dozen states, the committee drafted a
memorial to Congress requesting a constitutional amendment.

"They are

unable to see why they should be excluded from participation in the General
Government arzy- more than the people of State capitals should be excluded
.from participation in State governments." Two ar three of the accompanying
letters favored something less radical than a constitutional amendment; the
rest supported the plan and several asked for an elected local government
as well as national representRtion.u6

UU $tar,
87, p. 117~

5 Mar 87, 18, 25 Feb, 3, 10 Mar 88; ~ ' u9C, 2S, 29 Jan

u5 Star 15 Jun 87, 15, 18 Feb 88; S Mis Doc, 126, 50G, lS, 11 Jun
88, Ser 2 ~
u6 S Mis Doc 237, 51C, 1S, 17 Sep 90, Ser 2700; otns, S51A-~15, 17
May 90, H5lfl-D1, 19 Aug 90.
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Senator Henry

w.

fonn of a resolution.

Blair of New Hanpshlre presented the plea in the
In May 1890 the Senate committee on elections to

whom the matter was referred reported it back adversely.

Blair, incensed

at the COJ1llllittee's holding no hearings on a measure .wanted by the "great
mass" of District citizens, protested the summary dismissal.

He spoke of

the evil effects of civic irresponsibility upon young men growing up in
Washington where business monopolies exercised control through "combinations
end rings and syndicates which derive their strength from unholy or indifferent relations to and with the representatives of national power." A
constitutional 811\endment would take time to pass and ratify.

All the more

reason for Co~ress promptly to take steps to free the District from the
prevailing "absolute political despotism, all the more alarming because so
many are in love with it. 11 47

The speech, published in the Congressional

Record, began and ended the Senate discussion.

Two years later the Demo-

cratic national party platform included a District suffrage plank; it
remained purely decorative woodwork.
Thin hopes for success apparently lessened the petitioners disappointment.

If they had won nothing

am,

in Theodore Noyes• phrase, were

still "political slaves," neither had they become "bankrupt freemen" by
loss of the federal sharinr. of Di strict exnenses.

During the lll90 1 s the

suffrage question in one form or another cropped up occ11sionally but without.
arousing citizens to new effo-rts.

The suffering t.o be seen in ot,her cities

after the panic weakened the comunity's int.erest in politic.il reorganization, since poverty and unemployment, bad enough in the District, could

h7 ~ . 51C, lS, 17 Sep 90, pp. 10119-23.
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easily become worse. Furthermore, toward the end of the decade exceptionally
generous aporopriationa made congressional rule relatively painless, and
growing faith in citizens' associations and the new Wash~ton Board of

Trade persuaded taxpayers that, voteless though they were, they could make
their wants known on the Hill and expect an eventual response. 48
The Role of Citizens Associations

~ ~

Board

~

Trade

The citizens associations were 1nttially neighborhood groups coneach
cerned/with its own section of city or county. The East Washington Citizens
Association launched by property-owners on Capitol Hill in 1871 was the
first, but others appeared after 1871', and the number multiplied rapidly in
the mid-eighties.

InaSll!Uch as law forbade the District's borrowing and

appropriations for public works -were expressly tabbed for particular projects,
each area had to compete with its neighbors to get the largest possible
for itself.

SUln

Hence every association ordinarily discussed only its own

special needs,

But now and again topics such as possible changes in the

school system or methods of assessing property had city-wide interest.

In

December 1886 several hundred men, spurred on by the wish to have a voice
in determining how taxes should be spent 1 attempted to set up a new Committee
of 100 comparable to that of 1878. As all but a very few of the nominees
were residents of northwest Washington, objections arose from propertyowners of other areas,

Six months later, eight citizens. associations in

Washington and the Mt. Pleasant association in the county formed a central
EomMittee of 100.

Its first proposal was to have the President appoint a

48 Chronicle, 7 Apr 95; ptn, H52A-Dl, 30 Mar 92; Star, l Jan 00;
Sentinel, 8 Jan 01.
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citizens council of fifteen men empowered to prepare the District's annual
budget for submission to Congress.

When that petition failed, a sedond

asked for District representation by means of a constitutional amendment.49
The Conunittee of 100 never had whole-hearted support, although people who
for years had had no machinery for common action believed a central organip
zation potentially usefuJ

in spite of frequent conflicts of aims anong the

member associations and particularly between the county and city units.
Dissension swiftly undermined the central committee; it fell apart in 1889
just as the Washington Board of Trade came into being. While the citizens
associations never had any purely social function, they bore some resemblance to the farmers' Grange and served the same purpose of clarifying
and giving form to members' ideas.

"Difficult questions," remarked a

detached observer, "are expounded with a fullness of detail md of technical
precision that would never be dared before the usual political audience."5o
The effort of Negroes excluded from wlu.te associations to form their own
testified to the importance the oomrnunity attached to these neighborhood
pressure groups. 51
Because mare homogeneous, better organized and possessed of clearer
vision of community needs, the Washington Board of Trade founded in 1889
early proved of greater value to the city as a whole than were the citizens'

49 Star, 12 Jul 83, 11 Dec 86, 6, 19 Jan, 12, 26 Feb, 2 Mar, 1, 16
Apr, 4, 7 May, 15 Jun, 11 ftug, 12 Oct, .17 Nov 87, 1 May R8, 1 Jan 89; ~ ,
14 May R7; pt'n, 571'-Hh.2, 18 Apr 90; see also n. 35; ~ . 6, 12 Nov 89.

50 C, Meriwether, "Washington City Government," Political Science
Quarterly, XII (Sep 1897) 418.

,....

51 Star, 22 Jan 87, 1 Jan 98, 2 Jan 99, 1 Jan 00; ptn, H54A-H7,6, 30
Mar 96; Suburban Citizen, 29 Jan 98; Bee, 14 May, 4 Jun, 2 Jul, 12 Nov 87,
3 Mar 88, 28 Oct 99.
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associations with their avowedly parochial interests.

Many

a 20th century

Washingo<>nian would come to look upon the Board of Trade as an ultra-conservative body ruled by realtors for the sole benefit of real estate speculators
and the bankers who gave them backing.
any such charge.

In its youth its record contradicted

If, as the Sentinel contended, the 'floard was a front for

the street railway executives, bankers, insurance agents and "sprinkling of
reE>l estate brokers, politicians and the like," who really governed the city,
they served others than themselves. If they showed little comprehensionof
workin{?nen's problems, in the main ignored tta Negro third of the population,and
adopted a rather complacent attitude toward the public schools, most of the
committee reports from 1889 to 1901 revealed painstaking unbiased investigation of civic wants and produced intelligent recommendations for meeti~ them.
As the name Board of Trade implies, its first concern was to str engthen the
District I s economic position.

The directors opposed local suffrage, but their

goals reached to enlarging the scope and effectiveness of local charities, to
bettering health conditions and to realizing a far-sighted plan for beautifying the city which Congress through the Fine Arts Col!IDission later largely
accepted.5 2
Beriah Wilkins, an o'Wller and later editor of the Washinf'ton Post,
sent out the letters of :invitation to the meeting that
Board of Trade.

gave birth to the

His four-line note went to some 200 men prominent in Washing-

ton's business and professional life.

He himself had just completed a third

tenn in the House of Representatives as a member from Ohio, but, finding

52 Ssntinel, 16 Jul 1892, Anl Rpts, B of Tr, 1890-1901.
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Washington at once congenial and challenging, he had chosen to settle here
permanently and devote his energies to forwarding the city's interests.
Twenty years later he would cease to be a prcminent figure in Washington
when, after losing fina11cial control of the Post, he was ousted as editor,
but in 1889 he wielded the influence of an independent newspaper with a
growills: circulation,

He paved the way for too proposed Board of Trade by

an editorial eJCplaining that an organization of responsible businessmen
could represent ~ublic opinion in the District more fully and carry more
weight with Congress and the commissioners than citizens' associations and
individual petitions ever could.53

The men who attended the meeting agreed.

Organization proceeded quickly.

The charter members, presumably most

if not all of them the men to whom Wilkins had sent his 1nvitation• elected
thirty-one directors; the next year the number was cut to thirty.
board of directors chose the president from its

O'Wfl

The

ranks, engaged the paid

secretary, selected the treasurer, fixed the annual dues--f5 for an individus:j.,

$10 for a partnership or corporation--appointed the stand~ committees and
recommended or, as things worked out in practice, determined policies.

The

entire Board might vote upon the admission of new members and annually re•
elected or replaced ten directors, but the by-laws enabled thirty men to run
an organization that soon came to exercise greater power in Washington than
any body except Congress and tile p:-esidentially appointed District commissioners.

Within two years the District committees of Congress and the cOl'll!nissioners

53 H. W, Orew, Centennial History of ~ City of Washi!Jlton, pp.
h6o-61; Post, 12 Nov 89. A copy of Wilkins' letter hangs in the Board of
Trade Directors' room today.
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were turning to -the Board of Trade for adVice, and by the end of the century
critics would assert that the cormnissioners themselves held office at the
pleasure of the Board's directors.54

As long as tm directors were men of

Vision and concerned for the well-being of the entire city, the community
benefitted.
Not every influential Washingtonian became a director or even a member
of the Board of Trade,

lilsa u111.pla1; $i
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• .-l!l.-,;--•••~8jl.111•11J1.,,....•• relatively few executives of the telephone, gas and street railway companies took part, whereas
several men eminent in Masonry but without corresponding importance in
Washington's business world were active members.

Interestingly enough in

view of later Board attitudes, James T. Wormley, son of the owner of the
famous Wormley House, was a charter member, and three otoor Negroes were
elected in the course of the nineties.

So public-spirited and able a man as

the banker Charles Glover, on the other hand, did yeoman serVice on the ?ark/
committee but was not one of the Board's ruling body; Glover, an illlposing
six-footer endowed with a perennial youthfulness th&t wuld last into advanced
old age, chose to expend his vast energies in other ways.

Nevertheless, the

fifty-seven men who served as Board directors between 1890 and 1901 represented the city's economic dominants.

!

Lawyers like John Ross of the Georgetown

~o1w.,,•;.~

~

University Law School~lexander T. Britton,,_jo\lrnalists and editors like
Beriah Wilkins, Henry ~racfuland, and Crosby and Theodore Noyes of the Sta-r,
the physician and writer, Dr, Samuel Busey, and General John M, Wilson of

54 1st Anl Rpt B of!!, 1890, 2nd Anl Rpt, 1891, pp. 9, 13 and~
Laws in 4th Anl Rpt, 18"93, pp. 54-57; Bee, 2 Feb 01.
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the Army Engineer Corps added the professional man's point-o.fi-view to that
of bankers, m9rchsnts and real estate brokers.
mutually exclusive.

The two groups were not

A number of the professional men were also directors

of banks and ot:1er business enterprises.
District cormr,::.ssioners.

Both Ross and Macfarland became

The Board' s first president, handsome Vermont-born

Myron M. Pa~•ker, was graduated from the Columbian University Law School in

1876 after holding clerical jobs in the War Department since 1865 and before
becoming a successful real estate broker and a District col!IJ!lissioner.

John

Joy Edson, pre!'ident of the Board in 1900 and head of the Washington Loan
and Trust; Company, was also a trained lawyer.
belief, real estate

men were

Contrary to later popular

no more in evidence than merchants and bankers.

Indeed a strj_king feature of the make-up of the directorate was the interlocking interests of its members.

1' great many real.tors were also presidents

or directors of \.;ashington banks and officials in the street railwey companies,
Most of 1.heee men had come to Washington in the 186o• s and '70 1 s and
in 1889 were ('till in their early forties.

Several were completely self-made.

Brainard Wa~·ner, an unknown country boy upon his arrival in Washington

during th,:, Civil War, was head of the city's foremost real estate firm before
he was ~·ilirty, at the age of forty-two in 1889 the founde11 and first president
of the washington Loan and Trust Company,Jll!Dl in the nineti es president
of th,: Board of Trade, and in the interim, whil e or ganizing a half- dozen
oth~:.- successful business enterprises, built and moved i nto a l arge red brick
1112/lsion in the million11ire section of t<assachusetts Avenue beyond Dupont
Clrcle.

The dour-looking, witty Crosby Noyes, born in Maine, had walked

Lito Washington on foot in 1848, and by his literary skills, his insights and his

Yar,:cee shrewdness·, made his

·-

wa:y up to a position of singular pOWer not only
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as editor of the Even~~ but as a citizen passionately devoted to
Washington's interests.

The suave Theodore Noyes, a native Washingtonian,

inherited that devotion as well as the etitorship of the~Whether to the manor horn or representing the raga to riches saga, the
leaders of the Board of Tra:je all had some social finesse and all played some
part in guiding local charities and reform institutions.

Beriah Wilkins acted

for years as treasurer of the citizens' relief committee.

The heavily- built,

round-faced mustachioed Brainard Warner, outwardly the entrepreneur par excellence,
1

put his alert intelligence and his strong sense of public duty behind the work
of the Industrial Home School, the Central Free Dispensary, and Fmergency
Hospital; in addition to serving repeatedly on the School Board he was president
of the National Philharmonic Society, a vice president of the National .American
Red Cross later and a generous sponsor of the Washington Choral Society and
Georgetown Orchestra.

Another Board of Trade president, Samuel Woodward> gave

himself unstintingly to the YMCA,

Rather prim-looking behind his rimless

eyeglasses and carefully pointed beard he had such firm religious convictions
1

that he forbade the sale of playing cards in Woodward ann Lothrop 1 s department
store, but he gave away thousands of dollars yearly to worthy causes and his
gentleness and kindly good jud€,nent made him beloved and r espected far more
than his Christian endeavors.

If Crosby Noyes, Beriah Wilkins, Woodward and

Warner stand out with Charles Glover as preeminent in the 1890 ' s, a score of
other men were only less dedicated and less influential.

While some of their

associates shCMed more hard-boiled self-interest than altruism, men of that
kidney were astonishingly few.55 And Washingtonians by adoption were as ready as

55 ~ Rpts ~ of '.!!, and lists of officers and members, 1890-1901; City
Directaries; Chronicle, 12 Dec 96; Post, 8, 9 Oct 89; Washington E2!1 Hist,
pp. 69-70, 191-259, JL1, 401-433.
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native sons to work for the well- being of the community.
Although by 1901 out of 720 rnembers of the Board of Trade only 33
lived outside northwest Washington, no one accused the organization of
sectional. bias.

In encouraging the citizens' associations, President Edson

remarked, "The spheres of activity of the associations and the Board, instead
of colliding, are distinct and supplemental."

The Board's spher e was the

more comprehensive, not only geographically but substantively.

It was the

Roard that organized the Washington Sanitary Improvement Company to build
inexpensive model houses for workingmen, the Board that protested against
taxing county dwellers differently from city property-owners for improvements, the Board that, with the collaboration of the District Bar Association, engaged Associate Justice Walter Cox of the District Supreme Court to
codify District law, the Board that campaigned successfully for a public
library and that led the fight to get the Pennsylvania railroad tracks and
the depot off the Mall.

The organization was intrinsically undemoc:ratic.

When the COlllllli.ttee on membership in 1897 acknowledged the force of complaints
that the Board did the bidding of a few members and held too few general
meetings, the remedies the di.rectors sought to apply still left an autocracy.
Yet in light of the abuses of municipal governments elsewher e in ilmerica,
Washingtonians who shrank from the rnere idea of ponularly elected city
officials had some justification Sor placing faith in the Board of Trade.
A political scientist writing for the Political Science Quarterly argued that

this unofficial self-appointed "city council" provided an ideal form of local
government through a "representative aristocracy. 1156

56 Anl Rnta B of Tr, 1894, p. 50, 1895, pp. h7-48, 1896, p. 47, 1897,
PP• 5, 39-Iio; 1 9 ,-pp":° 22-24, 1899, pp. 21-22, 1900, po. 37- 38, 40, 42, 43,
108;o9; Sentinel, 18 Nov 99; c. Meriwetherl "Washington City Government,"
Politi cal Science Quarterly, XII (Sep 1897J pp. 407-19.

•

THE RULE OF THE COMMIS~IONERS, 1878-1901
The Washingtonians who acted as civilian co111111issioners of the District
between 1878 and 1901 were on the whole more capable men than the politicians
who preceded them.
~

The stipulstion of the Organic J\ct that they lTtllst be

fide residents of the District meant that they were fsniliar with the

local scene, while the tacit understandi~ that both major political parties
were to be represented gave their aci11inistrations a non-partisan character,
although the difference was not great between a "Cleveland Denocrat" and an
outright Republican,

Four of the fourteen men held office un:ier Grover

Cleveland as well as a Republican President, and John Ross served from 1890

to 1902. Except perhaps Ross, a former professor of law at Georgetown University, and the journalist Henry MacFarland, both Board of Trade members, none
of the commissioners oossessed great personal distinction.

All of them

represented Washington's top business stratum and had a nzy-opic inability to
see the problem of the little fellow, but they took their official responsibilities seriously and, according to their lights, were governed by public
spirit.

Lawyers, real estate dealers and merchants, they were property-owners,

~veral of them well-to-do and most of them with wide-ranging interests in
the col11J!!1.lnity 1 s ci vie and business enterprises.

Rather colorless as indivi-

duals, as public servants they ranked high in an era when lT!Unicipal officials

in Jlmerica were by and large an unsavory lot.

The charges of self-seeking or

negligence which citizens occasionally levelled at one or another of the
District commissioners rarely withstood the test of time.1
1 E.g., 8entinel, 20 Jan 83, 4 Jul 85, 23 Oct, 6, 27 Nov 86, 2 Mar 89,
22 Nov 90; Bee 19, 26 Jul 84; Star, 3 Mar 83, 22 Sep 87, 9 Jan 89; ptn, !50AJl2, 8 Oct filF;'
7 Sep 90, 5 Feb 93, 13, 20 Mar 97; ltr, Henry Himber
to s. J, Bowen,
nn O, mid Zalmon Richards to Bowen, 2 Jul 81, Bowen mss.
See also Louis Brown'_Jow, ~ Passion for /·nop,,vmit.):, op. 8-10.
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The Army Engineer assigned to t.~e board of commissioners was in a
som8'1ihat different position.

He was usually a newcomer ill-vei-sed in the

District's problems and, because his tour of duty was generally brief, had
little time to learn the job; in twenty years ten different officers held it.
Washingtonians often took exceotion to what seemed to be military highhandedness in the engineer's office.

Since he had charge of all contracts

for public works, he commanded considerable patronage and could exercise an
arbitrary authority 9

But as outri8ht graft did not darken the picture, the

progress in public improvements eventually mollified taxpayers. 2
l-'.unicipal Housekeeping Problems
Past disasters had bred wariness in residents of the District.

However

relieved to have the federal government col'lmitted to sharing expenses, they
were not at once ready to place confidence in the new administrators.

/llthough

the Organic /let provided safeguards against irresponsible spending, taxpayers
during most of tm 1880' s watched the commissioners I every move distrustfully.
If no one e:xpected a new form of government to resolve the perennial problems
of municipal housekeeping,

am if some mistakes were inevitable in the process

of mci<:ing a new system work, at least lack of public vigilance should not
contribute to the errors.

Complaints consequently sounded every year about

inequities in property assessments and the incidence of taJres, about the
police department, about the inadequacies of the water supply ;,nd the sewerage
system, about favoritism shown fashionable Northwest at the expense of Erst

2 Star, 1, 18 Feb, 28 Sep 88; Sentinel, 28 Feb 88, 16 Aug

r·

90, 1 Sep 00.
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Washington in making public :I.Jnprovelll:lnts, about official truckling to the
~tility and railroad companies, and about the running of the public schools.
Dissatisfaction with school administration and anger at the railroad companies
carried on through the 1890's, but most of the other frictions eased before
the end of the 188o•s as Congress or the commissioners took corrective action •
.In 1878 the financial tangle left by the Board of Public Works was
still a legacy of trouble for the District.

The new commissioners believed

it unjust to impose tax liens on property for assessments improperly levied
and not yet paid because the street :!Jnprovements had never been made.

Three

years of controversy ensued before modifications of the billing reduoed the
total still unpaid on the speciel assessments to about ~8'10,mo.3 The
adjustments lost to the District about f.2,010,000.

But delinquence on all

taxes continued to be a thorn in the commissioners' flesh.

Citizens, in

turn, objected to the assessors' haphazard methods of fix:i.~ real estate
values, to the perpetuation of the tax on personal property, and to_having
the very men who made the assessments act as the Board of Equalization and
Collection.

Three-year intervals between appraisals piled up i~quities of

valuation in a rapidly growing community and fostered the r ise of a movement
advocating Henry George's single taJC.4 The commissioners themselves thought

3 H Lis Doc 15, L5C, 3S, 16 Jan 19, Ser 1861; S Mis Doc 32, L5C, JS,

15 Jan 79, Ser 1833; Comrs~pt, 1882, p. 176, ~er 2103; S Mis Doc 39, L6C,
2S, 2 Mar Ro, pp. 13, 90-97, .Ser 1931; H !-:is L'oc 11, L6C, JS, 15 Feb 81, Ser
1981; Rec, 47C, l:', 26 Jun 112, p,,. 5352-5!,, h7C, 2~, 3 Mar 83, pp. 3682,
3698; Star, 2 Jun 79.

li Star, 11 Lee 79, 22 May no, h Ju;- Pfl; f1m Cltron1cle, 11 Jan r.o,
Sentinel,lRJ.;ec 86, 25 May 119; ' 1ec, h7C, l", 20Feb fl2, np. 1317-?h; ptns,
Hl,6A-.,l, 11 ~'.ar 8o an!l dozens of sir-ilar ptns to e1Tery Cow,ress during the
1880 1 s.
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the personalty tax unsuitable and taxes on improvements to real estate an
~noouragement to soeculation.
Washington

"So large a proportion of the population of

are but temporary residents that the imposition of a personal

tax is manifestly unjust to those permanently established here, and compels
the latter to subnit to an impost unfairly distributed, from which the few
bear the burden."

Collections from that source decreased yearly and in 1887

were 6o percent below the figure for 1878. 5
During the early nineties Congress scrutinized the local tax laws.

Oddly enough, refusal to drop the .ersonal property tax did not prevent consideration of the single tax on land.

A

renort of 1892, highly critical of

the assessors' secretive and arbitrary procedures, certainly revealed single
tax leanings:

@inci/ land values are increasing at an enormous rate--on a conservative estimate to the amount of Cu,000,000 annually • • • - -the assessment of buildings and the under-assessment of land is operating to
discourage greatly the growth and improvement of the capital • • ••
a fair assessment of land alone it would be easy to obtain by a
tax rate less than one-half of the present all the revenue required for
the needs of the District.

f.ori/

Still worse, the findi~s showed business property assessed frequently at less
than 14 percent its true value am land held for speculation at less than 10
percent, while residential property "especially where the small homes sre •
situated, is assessed at from 70 to 8o percent of its true value. 116
last minute the committee shied awa:y from llllY radical innovation.

8r.

,,,

w,.J..
the

5 Comrs

'Rpts, 1879, p. 4, Ser 1913, 1881, pp. 4-6, Ser 2021, 1882, p.
5, Ser 2103, 1883, p. ~ , Ser 2193, 1887, p. 9, Ser 2547, 1890, PP• 41-42,
Ser 2848.

6 H Rpt 1469, $2C, 1~, 24 Ma:y 92, pp. 1-4, 10; Ser 3046.
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A new law ~

passed in 1894 merely required assessors and assistant assessors to conduct
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open hearings on CO!llplaints, revise and equalize existing real estate
valuations and systematize future assesements.
appeared thereafter.

Glaring inequities dis-

"Yet, as nearly every resident of the city of Washington

is a single taxer," a congressman remarked at the end of the century, a tax
on land alone ~uihd have better satisfied most of the local public. 7
In the meantime the !'1,2111,000 paid into the sinking fund annually
steadily pared down the District's long-teI'!ll debt,

J.s interest payments

shrank and monies for reduction of the principal mid for building up the
fire and police department pension funds dropped from 35,26 to 15,26 percent
of the over-all budget, taxpayers ceased to feel put upon.

(See Table II).

They observed uneasily congressional departures from the "fifty- fifty
principle" in meeting District exp4:!nses, first in 1891 when the appropriation act charged the District with the full $3000 cost of opening a public
bathing beach, and then over the next six years by refusals to share some

$357,000 of costs for various items, But these exceptions were disturbing
chiefly as warni~s that not all merooers cf Congress approved the 1878
commitment,

Citizens, recognizing the commissioners' powerlessness to

pi:-event the cuts, rarely accused the local administrators of financial
mismanagement. 8
The detemination to let no extravagance provide a pretext for con-

gresl!!ional repudiation of the "fifty-fifty" 81':11angement probably stifled many

56c,

7 S Bill, 2046, 53C, 2f, Feb 1894 (mf, L,C.); tar, 1 Jan 95; Rec,
2s, 7 Feb 01, App, p. 1r1; f: Doc 351, 57C, lS, 9 ·lay 02, Ser 42L>.

1

8 .Anl Rpt ~ of Tr, 1897, pp. 62-6J.
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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA EXPENDITURES
lfllll

11191

ADMINISTRATION

.2

FINANCE
1,346, 915
Interest Reduction
of funded debt
1,317,843
Special funds
29,071

35. 3

LAWENFORCEMENT
Police
Judiciary
Reform School
Girls Reform School
HEJILTH swcES

General
Medical Service to
Poor
Private hospita~
Public hospital
Garbage removal

22.3

1,380,246

22.5

1,213,947
166,298

lP.99
AlllOunt

~

339,

.7

1,341,418

18.4

1,213,947
127,470

1901
Amount
393,9 O

~

.2

1, 459,776 15.S
1,219,969
239,Bo6

106,262

2.9

147, 726

2.s

163,08o

2. 7

244,434

3.4

339,025 3.6

Lo5,52!?
327,050

10.9

670,573

11.s

755,496

12,3

898,994

12. 3

1,004,746 10. 6
792,472
126,702
49,866

488,861

69,398

544,901
98,125

11,0,555

29,081

41,157

720,287
117,902
L6,699
14,lo6

77,799

34, 671
6o,2s1
26,928

1.6

y

112,992
. 21,163

1 •.9

· 176,98o

30,587

23,0'lO

14,896
49,108

14,109

10,323

21,824

48,794
31,489

WELFARE
Washington py1um!!/
Poor relief5
St. Elizabeths
Other, .public chari-

147,630
4f.,157
11,, 3119
l,1, 785

Private chari ~iea7/

.3.,aoo

t::.c~

1,294,855
1,213,947
80,907

.,

FIRE PROTECTION

~

il, 538

4.1

231,449
72,991
8,L99
87,291
lL, 176
;'b'Y!

2.9

228,265
61,306
7,130
104, 105
2,5,680
30,07!i

287,857
64, 761

4.o

12,218
l06, o64
54,048

52,000

4,0

35,7o6

13,197
116,031
131,744
121,807

50,165

3,7

327,112
71,813
7,432
110,517
'16,.99~

40, 355

453,673 4.8
70, 892

4•.5

\

323,352 3.4
78,163
5, 722
127,500
74, 118
31. '178

,--PUBLIC EDUCATION
Salaries
New schoolhouses
Maintenance & misc.
PUBLIC WORKS:
MHNTENANCE AND NEW
OONSTRUCTION
City streets
Improvements and
repairs
Lighting, cleaning,
& misc.
County roads &
suburban streets
Sewers
Water department
Markets
Parks and recreation
MISCELL/oNF.OUS
TOTAL

527;311
330;343
117:,981
78,986

14.3

9Lo:,495
6oo;919
230,20s
109,371

16.2

942,711
708,802
73:,767
16o,1L1

lS.4

I,24T:,lu8 ....17.1
£>,67,381
163;773
216,262

1,524,373 16.2
939,26o
341,457
233,654

919,426
623, 513

24. 8

2,090, 371
1,414,SSl

36.0

2,172,781
1,139,127

35.4

2,349,536
l , S00, 870

3,957,596 4o.6
2,021,583

32.2

46o,767

971,636

700,438

792,944

1,498,309

162,745

272,601

344,956

394,793

401,466

170,314
221, 965
244,509

93,732
395,925
436, 358

313,132
325,704
456, 546

368,266
1,411,0Sl

209,345

201,370

66,416

156,694

32,243

126,522

35,422

244,326

109,582

3,737,049

5,814,237

6,133,192

7,280,971

9,437,829

121,648
163,745
10,519

'}j Mainly salaries and oontingent expenses of the Health Department until 1879; thereafter the increased

expenditure represents the cost of prevention and control of contagious diseases.
Included below in Poor Relief.
JI Freedmen's only till 1901 when $73,639 went for a site for a new municipal hospital. Till 1894
Congress appropriated for Freedmen's Hospital in the Sundry Gi.vil bill an<l the u.s. Treasury bore
the entire expense. Expenditures for the Asylum Hospital were lumped with those for the almshouse
and workhouse.
4/ Including almshouse hospital and workhouse.
Y I ncluding yearly until 1901 t3000 to $4000 for "transportation of paupers o.n<l conveying prisoners to
the workhouse." In 1901 the cost of conveying prisoners is excluded,
§/, Largely for the Industrial Home School and after 1892 for the Board of Children's Guardians,
1/ Two-thirds for children's charities.

y

560
complaints but did not shut off criticisms of the police.

Although the

IIIUI'derous shooting of President Garfield in the summer of 1881 called congressional attention to the need of a larger police force, for years the
appropriation remained at a figure that p- ecluded engaging more patrolmen. 9
(See Table II).

Manifestly two hundred men, not all of them on duty at 81'\Y

one time, ~iere too few; the 365 of ten years later were still not enough for
so spread-out a city.

In actuality, in relation to the increase in the

District I s population, neither violent crime nor less serious law-breaking
was as frequent in the eighties and nineties as in the fifties and the Civil
War era, but charges of police corruption

and alternately police laxity or

brutality, filled the newspapers until the replacement of venal officers and
~pointment of a new chief in 1886 restored sol!ll measure of public confidence.
G8111bling, vagranCJr and drunkenness were still the chief a,urces of trouble. 10
In a city like Washington, the ~ suggested, "the general climate, the
charitable disposition of the people who have means, the easy hours of work
and the uncertain tenure of government employ, all contrib.lte to help men

"'11
downward.
Every winter tr8111ps and migrant seasonal laborers rolled in, and
as the commissioners reported gloomily, a national emergency like the war
with Spain, "brought many criminals and cranks to the city."

Yet stricter

9 R c, lac, 1s, 10 May 82, p. 38ol; ltr, Joseph Kennedy to Anne Kennedy
Jul Bl, Bidwell mss (Bancroft Library, U of Calif).

Bi.dwell, 1

6

lO Comrs
pp. lh-16, Ser
pp. 12-15, Ser
Aug 86, 16 Dec
18 Jun 82.

Rpt, 1881, p. 101, Ser 2021, 1882, pp. 92-93, Ser 2103, 1887,
25h7, 1890, pp. 66-67, Ser 2848, 1891, n. 70, Ser 2941, 1899,
3930; Star, 12 Jan, 1, 6, 17 Mar Bo, 29 Nov 82, 27 Feb 83, 18
R7; Sentinel, 3 Nov 83, 20, 27 Nov, 4 Dec 86; Sun Chronicle,
-

11 ~ , 9 Oct 86.
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anti-ganbling and anti-vagrancy laws failed to hiwe much effect.

The

enlargement of the police force to 585 men and the addition of a bicycle
squad at the end of the century helped far more. 12
Juvenile delinquency, as for years past, was a greater source of
public anxiety than adult crime.

Warfare between rival fire house gangs had

ended when members o! a paid fire department took up living quarters in the
engine houses, but juvenile delinquents still roamed the streets.

The

suggestion that lack of playgrounds encouraged miechief-malci.ng in a city
where law forbade cllildren• s using the public reservations for ball grounds
brought no response from Congress,just as the Reform School for Boys and the
school for incorrigible girls which opened in 1893 offered no cure.

As

prohibition sentiment gained strength in the community, the newly organized
Guardian League attempted to prove statistically the link between It.he growth
of the liquor traffic and juvenile delinquency:

between 1882 and 1887, while

-~he District population increased 15 percent, the number of licensed saloons
and wholesale liquor dealers increased 40 percent, billiard and pool tables
90 percent, and countless places operated without legal licenses; "youths
in consequence of these diabolical snares • • • abandon school and workshop
and become tipplers, gamblers, harlots, vagabonds and paupers."

In the

District juvenile arrests averaged 20 percent of all arrests, whereas in New
York City the average was under 11, in Boston under 14 and in Chicago 15,5

12

Rec, 46C, 3S, 17 Dec Bo, p. 211, 6 Jan 81, op. 371~73, 26 Feb 81,
p . 2ll7, 47C, l~, 26 Jun 82, p. 5352, 47C, 2s, 11 Dec 82, np. 188-89, 22 Jan
83, p. 1452 and 24 J~n 83, p. 1526; Comrs ts 1899, • 15 Ser 3930, 1901,
p. 18.11, Ser 4302.
89 , p. xi,
r 37 9,

\

t
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percent. 13 The Star disputed those findings; well-informed travellers were
"ready to pronounce Washington the moot orderly city of its size extant."14
Nevertheless people throughout the United States felt called upon to
petition Congress to free "the capital city of the nation••• from the curse
of rum, 1115

just as they urged for the District reforms they f r equently did

not enjoy at home, whether anti-vivisection, "Sunday Rest," or juster
divorce laws or the forbidding of kimtoscope reproduction of prize fights. 16
This country-wide concern to have the capital an ideal municipality was at
once gratifying and irritating to the local puhlic, particularly to Germanborn citizens who wished to drink their Sunday beer in peace.
missioners, after explori~

a

The com-

plan of raising the liquor license fee from

flOO to f.500, chose instead to enforce Sunday closing, irx:rease fines for
illegal selling and reduce the nwnber of licenses granted, especially in the
notorious "Division," the fonner Murder

Bay

area in the triangle southeast

of the Treasury between Pennsylvania avenue and the old Washington canal bed.17
Meanwhile the meagreness of the water supply distressed District

13 9raitol, 27 May 83; Comrs Rpt, 1898, p. 'I\H , Ser'37'?; S Mis Ioc 24,
49C, 2S, 6 an 87, Ser 2450p See also S Rpt 185, 55C, 1~, 7 Apr 97, PP• 3346, Ser 3562.
lu Star 22 Jan 87 •

=--

15 s Mis Doc

114,

51C, 1s, 27 Mar 90, Ser 2698.

16 Ptns, !l1i6A-H7, n.d., H!,Oft-H31.3, H51A-H7, n.d., H51A-D.l, 15 ftug 90,
H51tA-H7.l and H5uA-H7.S, S54A-J20, n.d., HSSft-HL.3, J~n 98- Jan 99 and hundreds
more.
l7 Sentinel, 11 Dec P6, 18 Oct 90, 28 tar 91, 18 Jun 92, 9 Jun 9u;
Star, 12 Feb 87, 1 Jan 89; Comrs Rpts, 1890, p. 12, Ser 2848, 1899, p. 18,
Ser°3930, 1901, P• 2u, Ser 4302.

residents.

Not only had population increased since 1863 when the receiving

reservoir of the aqueduct opened, but, though a good many families relied
for water on the pumps in the public squares, daily per capita consumption
of water had risen yearly,

The commissioners in 1879 put the figure at Ui5

gallons, a senate committee at 200 to 300, a quantity provi~ such wastefulness, the committee declared, that only the installation of water meters
would stop it,

The Chicagoan used 119 gallons daily, the Bostonian 75, the

Philadelphian only

58;

why should Washingtonians need more?18s1nce Congress

alone could authorize a higher dam at the Great Falls and a second reservoir,
the Star retorted:
Every drop necessary for frequent bathing in hot weather--every drop
that runs through the water closet,--every drop that courses its way
through filthy and noisome sewers,--every drop that trickles down a
gutter,--every drop used for laying the dust of our streets,--every
drop poured about the roots of a tree, or shrub or flower, or sprinkled
on the grass,--every drop of pure water, in short, that enters in ruzyway into the economy of a city life is not only a creator of beauty and
a promoter of comfort but becomes also an agent, of health whose value
cannot be estimate~ much less measured by a metre or represented in
dollars and cents.- 9
ftmid some recriminations the water department raised water renl:,als and conducted house to house inspections to check waste, but the principal cause
of the shortage was clearly the insufficiency of the reservoir above Georgetown to 1!1;3et the needs of the growing cities.

In the mid l88o 1 s the suburbs

from Mt. Pleasant on the north to Anacostia on the east had no piped water
at

au.

St, Elizabeths Hospital pumped its supply from the turgid Eastern

18 S }lis Docs 33, 41, 43 and 48, 45C, 3f:, 15, 22, 23 and 27 Jan 79,
Ser 1893; S Rpt 39, 46C, 2s, 8 Dec 79, Ser 189J; f:tar, 10, 11, 17, 25 Jul,
4 Aug 79, 15 Jan 80; Capitol, 26 Jan 79; ~ Chronicle, 9 Jan 81.
l9 ~ , 16 Aug 79.
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Branch.

A new four-foot main to Capitol Hill was badly needed.

The most

economical answer to the problem, as Congress finally concluded, was to
raise the height of the Great Falls dam and construct a second aqueduct
feeding Potomac water into a second reservoir to be located between the
Soldiers Horne and Howard University.

Surface drainage from the Rock creek

basin would supolement the supply to the new Howard reservoir.

&t within

two yeara: of beginning, worl< on the new "!\)'decker tunnel, 11 named for the
Army engineer in charge, came

to an abrupt halt when investigation proved

the masonry so faulty that only complete rebuildine at a cost of at least

$2,000,000 would roake it usable.

Lack of fwlds delayed rebuilding and com-

pletion of the reservoir until the 2oth cBntury.

Fortunately, new mains laid

fran the distributing reservoir above Georgetown enabled the water department
in the 1890' s to extend service to the most thickly settled of the suburbs O 20
A

still more .u rgent need was an adequate sewage and drainage system.

In 1878 three outlets served the entire District.

The sewers in Georgetown

and northwesternmost Washington emptied into Rock creek, a thin trickle of~

brook in aummer; those in east and south Washington f ed i nto the James creek
and thence flowed through a slum area into the Eastern Branch near the
Arsenal grounds; and the pipes from the central part of the cit y drained
into the

11

B street main", the old Washington canal turned into a covered

20 Rec, 47C, 1S, 8 Jun 82, p. 4665; Rpt Sec/Int, 188o, p.!~'10, Ser
196o; Star, 1 Aug 85, 1 Jan 90; -Sentinel, 11 Dec 86, 20 Aug 87, 16 Nov 89,
22 Feb 90; Comrs Rpts, 1883, p. 272, Ser 2193, 1886, p. 25, Ser 2471, 1887,
pp. 18-19, Ser 2547, 1889, pp. 292-93, Ser 2731, 1890, pp. 11, 415-17, Ser
2848, 1894, pp. 435-49, Ser 3311. The maps in Comrs rpts show the exact
location of the mains.
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culvert debouching into the tidal marshes beYond the White House. 21 The
effects upon the heal th of the

COl!ll'luni ty

were abundantly clear.

°t

The Commissioners are of the opinion that. • • all of the conditions
health will have been sufficiently observed when the discharge
sewagiJ talces place in deep running water and the flats in front of
the city are filled so as to prevent the lodgment of fecal matters upon
grounds which are exposed <hring the intervals of low tide • • • •

Gr

Under present cxmdi tions. • • the narrow escap,e of the lower part of
the city from a horrible inundation by the breaking of the Tiber arch
during the past s T r is a peremptory premonition of danger both to
property and life. 2
The commissioners reminded Congress that during a freshet in 1877 the rive.r
had risen ten feet at 17th street and over eight feet at lrsenal Point.
Their proposed remedy of dredging the Potomac channel, running the sewer
mains out into deep water and filling the swamps along the shore line required
a f2,500,000 congressional appropriation.

Senate objections to including

a sanitary meaBUre for the District in a general Rivers and Harbors bill
delayed action until 1882.

The undertaking then approved involved filling

the marshes beyond the Monument grounds, building a tidal basin slightly
downstream in order to control the flow of the tide into a new Washington
channel, an:i dredging a deep waterwa;r that would skirt the Washington shore
from the Long Bridge to Arsenal Point. 23
As fill slowly reclaimed the swamps along the river front, Washingtonians

2l s P.is Docs 13, 19 and 25, 45C, 3S, 3, 17 and 20 Dec 78, Ser 1833.
22 ~ Mis Doc 17, 45c, 3~, 13 Dec 78, Ser 1833.
2

3 Comrs' Rpts, 1879, pp. 7-11, Ser 1913, 1885, p. 184, Ser 2883, 1889,
o. 300, Ser 2731; Star, 16, 29 Jan, 4 Aug 79, l Jan 95; Rec, 47 ::, 1~, 8 Feb,
p. 986, 10 Apr, pp. 2738-49, 10 Hay 82, p. 3801, 8 Jul, p . 5792, 10 Jul 82,
pp. 5828-33.
.
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began an ultimately successful campaign to have the new land turned into a
permanent park.

But hopes that elimination of the Potomac Flats would solve

the sewage disposal problem were disapoointed.

In 1890 a t emporary Board

of Sanitary Engineers reported, "The territory now most in need of bettar
sewage disposal, is situated north of the Eastern Branch. 11

Swamps at its

source and tidal backwash into the James Creek canal affected the eastern
part of the District, while use of Rock creek as an outlet for the sewers
of a thousand acres of northwest Washi1'€ton and Georgetown was "a prolific
source of complaints, 11 and pollution of the Potomac from the s ewage fed into
it near the Monument grounds offended the nostrils and imperilled the health
of residents in the heart of the city. 24 The engineers recom.ended construction of huge trunk sewers into which intercepting lines covering every
thickly settled section of the District should

now.

.,

A pumping s t ation at

the foot of New Jersey avenue should then pump the sewage_from the trunk lines

into conduits laid under the Eastern Branch and carried three miles down
stream to empty into deep water where the tides would not wash pollution
back into Washington.

Congress accepted the plan but refused to sanction a

bond issue to pay for the work.

J.n empty federal Treasury duri1'€ the mid-

nineties shut off the other possible source of funds until the r evival of
the country's business in 1898 loosened the federal purse strings and enabled
the commissioners and the Board of Trade to prevail upon Co~ress 1D make yearly
appropriations to meet the costs. By 1901, al though r,euar.c disposal was still
"the r.iost vit t>l question" facine the District, an expenditure of over
2
4 H Ex Doc 445, SlC, lS, 17 Jul 90, Ser 2752; ptns, H54A-H7.6, 24
Feb 96 and 14 Jan 97; Comr s Rpts, 1887, pp. 20-21, Ser 2547, 1890, p. 535,
Ser 2848, 1900, p. 21.ser 4118; s Ex Doc 115, S4C, 1s, 12 Feb 96, Ser 3350;
Rpt Sec/Int, 1896, p. 7Sl, Ser 3381.
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'·2, 000, 000 saw the new system nearly half finished. 25
The District, however, needed more than new sewer mains to safeguard
public health.

Even at the end of the century hundreds of households lacked

plwnbing of any kind.

A sanit ary survey undertaken in 1881 revealed that of

the 30,474 houses in Wash.t~ton and Georgetown, less than a third had sewer
connections.

Hotels and boarding houses rarely had more than one water

closet to a floor.

Many

fanilies still pumped all their water from the wells

in the public squares and still more householders relied on cistern water and
p-.nnps in their own kitchens.

Every year, to be sure, added to the number of

dwellings equipped with adequate sanitary facilities, and the health officer's
endeavors to educate the public to the necessity of observing health regulat i ons gradually had some effect,

But it was uphill work, The cities• 317

inhabited alleys contained a population estimated at 30,000 in 1890 and every
effort to con::lemn and demolish the tenements crowded into the narrow pase11gewa:ys proved futile.

Here tuberculosis which annually caused one out of

every four deaths nourished,
sale of spoiled foodstuffs.

Inspections of markets failed to stop the
Unadulterated pure milk was unobtainable,

I gnorant and careless people still dumped refuse into any convenient vacant
l ot, and seepage from the contaminated soil into wells spread typhoid fever ~
diarrhoeal diseases. 26

2

5 Comrs Rpts, 1900, p. 27, Sex· L118, 1901, p. 'lu, Ser'fln;
B of Tr, 1898, pp. 9L-99, 1899, 102-06, 1900, pp. ll.L- 16.

---

26

An1

~

~.:o~irs Rpt~, 1878, p. 48, Ser 1852, 1880r pp. 294-303, 1881, pp. 36566, 391-409, Ser 2021, 1889, pp. lo4, 39L, Ser 2848; Rec, 46C, 2s, 26 Jan 80,
p . 518, 13 Ppr 80, pp. 2344-u6, 1 Ma,y 80, P• 2931; ptn, S511,-Dl, n. d. ; Sentinel, lOF1\i,,
C.li\l".olfl- ic.\ 1 1 22 Nov 91; Star, 15 Mar 82, 18 Dec 88, 1 Jan 94; $ Doc 385, 56C, 1S, 21 May
oo, f'er 3a1r.-
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In 1893 the appearance of cholera in the United States brought things
to a head.

A Sanitary League formed in Washington diVided the city into

districts and set up comittees in each to report upon its sanitary condition.

The health officer was then able to carry out his long-cherished plan

of conducting a house-to-house sanitary inspection.

This resulted in landlords

and householders renovating run-down property, replacing defective drains,

cleaning out yards and areaw8i}'s and burning tons of rubbish and offal.
Exultantly the

~

remarked that "never, perhaps, at any previous time was

any large city placed in a more desirable and effective sanitary state."

That year there were

350 fewer deaths, about 5 percent, than the year before,

and over the next five years the city• s mortality

rate declined steadily

to 19.32 per thousand; in the county it stood at 35.82.

Still typhoid and

scarlet fever, diphtheria and tuberculosis took heavy toll; deaths among
infants under one year of age accounted for a third of the whole.

Of the

2000 inmates of St. Elizabeths Hospital)l88o suffered from malarial diseases, 27
The health officer still lacked authority to demolish unsanitary tenements,
but a stricter building code went into effect in 1895 to prevent speculators
from putting up more ramshackle dwellings without installing plumbing.

Two

years later a congressional law decreed that all premises must be connected
with sewers and, although not wholly enforceable, it led the owners of

l5oo

bUildinge to put in sewer connections that very year.
At the aarne time the District health department closed a number of

27 Star, l Jan 94, l Jan 95, 1 Jan 96; H Mis Doc 188, 53G, 2S, 14
Jun 94, Ser 3229; Comrs Rpt, 1897, p. 15, Ser 3650; ~ Rpt !! 2! Tr, 1899,

PP• 8, 11.
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of surface wells, placed all dairies under close surveillance, and for the
first ti.me e:xperimented with using anti-toxin for diphtheria cases.
Threatened small pox epidemics underscored the city's reed of a contagious
hospital and hastened the decision to erect a suitable building on the site
of the old jail on the Anacostia; in the interim three exist~ hospitals
opened isolation wards.

Every new proposal, every innovating regulation,

met with some opposition and, the health officer complained, too small a
budget hampered execution of useful laws. Nevertheless the community was
increasingly aware of the importance of hi.s function, and as interest in the
"City Beautiful" movement grew at the turn of the century, decent housing
and clean well-kept streets would command wider public support. 28
Street paving, that never-ending chore in an expanding community,
gave rise to rew internal feuds at the end of the seventies.

But until

the street department in 1&15 replaced the last stretches of the rotted
wooden pavements laid by the Board of Public Works in fashionable "Northwest",
every citizens' association in the rest of the city complained of neglect. 29
Meanwhile suburban expansion heightened the problem of distributing the
appropriations for streets.

The commissioners had to placate as best they

could not only the contentious within the two cities but also property- owners
who demanded improvements beyond Boundary street, along "Massachusetts Avenue

28 Comrs Rpts, 1890, p. 659, Ser 2848, 1895, p. 13, Ser 3391, 1898,
pp. xix-xx, 1899, pp. 19-22, Ser 3930; S Doc 385, 56c, 1S, 21 May oo, a;
Ser 3875; Star, 1 Jan 98, 1 Jan 00; ~ Rpts ~ Qf. Tr, 1900, pp. 10, Bo, 1901,
pp. 22-i3; George M. Kober, The Histor;y and Development 2f :!:h2. Housing Move~ i!2 the CitY) of Washington, !h_2. , pp:-0:,.9 (hereafter cited as Kober,
Housing Movement .
N v

29
4 Feb 79,
Ser 2103,
p. 21 Ser

86

s Mis Doc 7, 5C, 3s, 20 Jan 79, Ser 1833; Star, 8, 25, 28 Jan,
13 Aug 8, Sun Chronicle, l Oct 82; Comrs Rpts, 1882, pp. 135-36,
1885, p. 169, map p. 184, Ser 2383, 1886, pp. 28-32, ~er 2471, 1887,
2547; ~ ' 47C, 2S, 23 Feh 83, P• 3159.
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extended" to Rock creek and west'lfard, along north 16th street to Meridian
Hill, out to Columbia Heights and Mt. Pleasant and to the eastward to
LeDroit Park.

When the Presid,,nt or poweri'ul members of Congress supported

a proposal for extension of c:.ty facilities into a particular part of the
crunty, the commissioners' l.'Jt was not a happy one. Widening and grading
of 16th street north of thv city limits marked the first official recognition
that Washington was outgr;wing her old bounds.
setts avenue west to RocK creek came next.

The extension of Massaclru-

During 1888 the c0!1lllli.ssioners

began to evolve a achene of naming the streets beyond the old "Alphabet"
streets:

names of ot,-ier cities were to form the second tier, names of

lakes and rivers a <,hird.

In 1890 Boundary street becane Florida avenue, in

1895 the name Georgetown officially disappeared as the capital swallowed the
older city, and in 1900 plans for bridging Rock creek at both Massachusetts
and Connecticu•u avenues looked to the moment when Washington's streets would
thread the e•1tire area from the heights of the Potomac beyond Georgetown
University to the upper reaches of the Anacostia.30
T.·.1 spite of sectional jealousies, residents generally agreed that

most of the city streets were better kept than those in other American cities.
An

ol·servant newcomer in 1883 wrote for his newspaper in Cleveland:

ton rs streets are the best in the country. • • •
patent tWig brush run by horses.

"Washing-

They are kept clean by a

This sweeps them daily, and the thousands

oi' fine carriages an:i hundreds of bicycles, which go spinning along them, are

30 Sentinel, 4 Jul 85, 23 Oct, 6, 13 Nov 86, 5 Mar 87; Star 22,~t
86, 8 Oct 87; C.Omrs Rpts, 1889, pp. 260-62, Ser 2731, 1890, p p ~ , 310,
393, Ser 2848, 1900, p. 25, ~er ull8; ~ . 47C, 1S, 28 Jun 82, pp. 4619-32,
4663.
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kept shining like black enamel and polished silver.n31 Old Washingtonians
and newcomers alike took pleasure in the 65,000 carefully tended trees

bordering the streets and avenues.

When in 1882, ten years after the city

had first witnessed a demonstration of electric lighting, the coJlllll:i.ssioners
contracted with the United States Electric Light Company to install a few
arc lamps, considerations of public safety dictated a ruling that all wires
must be laid underground, but an important by-product of the decision was
the preservation of the trees,

While the cost of underground wires prevented

the rapid replacement of gas lamps, before 1890 Washington boasted 181 arc
lights and added seventy-five to a hundred yearly thereafter,32
The battle for underground wires·soon involved other utilities.

Over-

head telegraph lines had strung along Washi?€ton's streets since 1843, and
that

II

selfish octupus, n the Western Union, continued to plll'lt its "un(I) uth

poles at will in front of any man's premeses without his consent, 11 After
1878 the new Chesapeake and Potomac Telephone Company alsd erected poles and
wires, and in the 1890 1 s when street railwa_y companies began to replace horsedrawn cars with the trolleys, the traction interests entered the fight.
Meanwhile Coneress had complicated matters by taking from the commissioners
the authority to grant permits for new underground installations.
opinion eventually won the dcy,

Yet public

By 1900 Washington not only had telegraph

and expanding telephone service, electric street lighting and electrid street
railwa_ys, but within the city limits most of the wires ran underground. 33
31 Star, 8 Oct 81; Sentinel, 22 Apr 82; Cleveland Leader,

S Jan 83,

32 Patriot, 22 May 72; Star, 20 Oct 81; Cornrs Rpts, 1882, pp. 10, 14041, Ser 2103, 1885, p. 172, Ser 2383, 1889, pp. 260-62, 296, Ser 2731,
33 Star, 27 Jun llO, 22 Jan 83, l Jan 96, 1 Jan 98; ~ 1 nar 87.
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a .further account of the street railway companies see, A His~
of the
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.Principal
The/exceptions were the lines running into private houses from poles placed
in alleyway-s at the rear.

Fifty years later the foresight that kept

Washington's sky-line for trees, buildings and space would

stir the

admiration and envy of other municipalities.
The Struggle &!!:!, ~ Street Railways ~ the Railroads

In scores of Pmerican cities of the 1880' s and 1890' s, utility and
transportation companies, their franchises secured to them by local political
bosses, were exploiting the public mercilessly.

In the capital where Congress

granted the franchisee outright graft was not the issue, but, unless Congress
intervened, companies could largely ignore local wishes.

Because citizens

believed the commissioners unduly subservient to these corporations, public
indignation spilled over upon the District I s ruling heads.

"Do the com-

missioners," inqu:ired t h e ~ in 1881, "govern the District, or do the
street railway canpanies govern the col1llllissioners? 11 34 The sins of the
"traction moguls" were everywhere evident:

T tracks projecting above the

level of the pavements made the streets hazardous for horses an:! carriages;
the space adjoining the rails was not kept clean, a particular affliction as
long as the cars were horse-drawn; the cars were stuffy and cold in winter,
dirty and overcrowded the year round; service was slow; tax evasion was
frequent, and fifteen separate companies operating in the city and suburbs
produced confusion rather than wholesome competition. With mounting wrath
the commissioners protested at the abuses. When in 1895 the campaign agaimt
overhead trolley wires met with sudden success the commissioner s were able

JI, Sto.rJ;' 16 Aug Bl.

573

r

to exact other reforms.

Ground rails flush with the pavements supplanted

the projecting T rails, and express cars running at speeds up to ten miles
an hour improved service.
Consolidation of competing lines provided the sounder financing
essential to these changes.

When the Rock 6reek Company bought out the

Washington and Georgeto,m in 1895 to fo:nn the Capitol Traction Company,
$12,000,000 went into new equipment and a power house on 14th street below
the Pvenue.

In 1900 thirteen other independent lines merged to become the

Washington 'l'raction and Electric Company.

The 1113rger, effected with /on-

gressional blessing and millions of dollars of new capital,included the United
States Electric Light and the Potomac Electric Company. A<±'i~;::,;··M~rmott
of Jersey City took charge.

No one considered it improper for a member of

the House of Representatives to direct a hugh public utility business in
Washington while he served his term in Congress.
immediate advantages.

The local public derived

Transfers cut costs for passengers, better heated and

ventilated cars added to their comfort and more frequent runs r educed waits.
With relief the city thought the problems of internal transportation solved
at last.JS '
The city' s struggle with the Baltimore Bnd Ohio and Pennsyivania railroads followed a different and far less satisfactory course.

/lgain public

35 Comrs Rpts, 1879 p. <'; , Ser 1913, 1886 p. 35 Ser 2471, 1898,
p. XXii, Ser 3769; Star 27, 28 Oct 79, 3 May 83, iJ Jan 67, l Jan 96;
Chronicle, 10 Mar 9 ~ Jul 97; ptns, S49A-Hl.L, 1886, H54A-H7.J and S54-J21,
"i:89ri. Hundreds of petitions to Congress over the twenty-two-year period
beg for relief from the street railway abuses. The examples given and the
newspaper articles cited are but a small sampling.
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safety and urban aesthetics were the main points at issue, but the question
of what to do and how to do it was complicated by sharp differences of
opinion in Congress and by the awe in which public officials held the great
railroad corporations.

The safety campaign osntered around the elimination

of grade crossings within the city,

In southeast and southwest Washington

the tracks of the Pennsylvania's subsidiary, the Baltimore and Potomac
railroad, and the B & O tracks in northeast Washington crossed the public
ways at street level; statistics assembled by a Board of Trade committee
oroved that fatal accidents at these crossings averaged about ten a year and
serious injuries more.

One proposed remedy called for sinking the rails

into cuts below street level, an alternative required elevating the tracks
on embankments under which cross streets would tunnel, and a third plan,
the one eventually adopted, combined cuts for part of the right of way and
embankments for the rest,

None of those schemes would obviate the hazards

on the Long Bridge and the causewa,y leading to it, for the Baltimore and
Potomac Company had never built a separate bridge, and trfji.ns puffing over
the narra11 causewa_y aid the shaky spans of the bridge fr-lghtened horses,
caused runaways and made it unsafe for pedestrians and horse-drawn vehicles,
Citizens declared that the Baltimore and Potomac in South Washington illegally
used the public streets for freight yards and car sidings while the B & O
similarly exploited Northeast Washington; as a result large areas of the city
6
no longer had residential value.3 Finally, inasmuch as Boss Shepherd, while

removing the rails laid in the 1850 1 s by the defunct Washington and Alexandria
rail.Toad at the foot of Capitol Hill, had not touched the Pennsylvania tracks

r

36 S Rpt 1398, 56c, lS, 21 May oo, Ser 3895; Anl Rpt
p. 17; WaRhipgtgp ~ History, pp. 248-49.
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crossing the Mall at 6th street to tha Gothic stone station on the presentday site of the NRtionaJ. Gallery of .Art, the Permsylvania railroad dominated

the public danain in the very hearb of the national capital.
Seemingly more powerful than Congress itself, the railroad corporations expressed willingness to abolish grade crossings 1,and build freight
terminals provided the public pa;y most of the costs, but any proposal to
move the Baltimore and Potomac depot from its commanding position on the
Mall or to erect a union station for all railroads entering Washington met
with strong opposition.

Many citizens believed the District commissioners

too ready to yield to the cavalier demands of railroad officials, but men
concerned with Washington's business development feared to risk any reduction
of rail service and rather hoped Congress would grant rights of way to
additional coJll!!lon carriers. 37

In 1882 the commissioners announced:

"Since

the eettler,ient of the questions of the Potomac Flats aid the water supply
at the last session of Congress, there is nothing of so much importance to
the interests of the city as the settlement of the railroad question. ,.38
Eighteen years later the question was still unsettled.
problems were formidable at best.

The engineering

No plan found universal favor.

Permanent

residents opposed furtlaer railroad intrusions upon public i:roperty, but

a7 Ltr, s. J, Bowen to Phebe Barker, 3 Nov 81, Bowen mss; Star 26 Mar

80, 12 ftpr 8h, 27 Jan, 21 Nov 87, 1 Jan 97, 1 Jan 99; Comrs Rpt, 1879: pp. &-"J.,
Ser 1913; ptns, Sh9A-Hl2, 16 Feb 86, H49A-F8.3, n,d,, "A volume of testimony )
relating to steam and street railroads in the District," H51A-H7.2, n,d., and
H51A- H7,3, n.d,; Sentinel, 19 Jul 90; Bee 2 Aug 90; Anl
Bd of Tr, 1891,
pp. 35-36, 1893, pp. 22, 36, 42-h3, 18~p. 19, 1896;-i,p.
51,1899, p. 97.

Rpg6-

38 Comrs Rpt, 1882, pp, 147, Ser 2103.
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businessmen hesitated to support any scheme that would mean long wagon hauls
from freight terminals on Washington's outskirts.

Throughout the city

taxpayers objected to shouldering the costs of safety measures which they
believed the railroads could well affor6 to finance.39
Year after year Congress, in turn, reached no consensus.
offered, debated and shelved,

Bills were

When a bill of 1893 required the B & Oto

eliminate grade crossings, railroad officials stated that the measure would
force the road into receivership. Congress dropped the idea.
went into receivership ruzyway.

The B & o

Seven years later the Senate District Com-

mittee and a majority of the District Committee of the House endorsed two
:iroposals, one dealing with the Pennsylvania, the other with the B & 0 railroad.

The first and the more obnoxious to Washingtonians offered the

Pennsylvania as inducement to dlange its grade crossings a gift of fourteen
acres on the Mall and, for freight yards and sidings, twjlve acres of Garfield
Park southeast of the Capitol.

The United States government and the District

together were to pay the costs of all damages to private property and of
building approaches to the right of way where streets had to pass over or
under the tracks; the estimated cost to the public ran to about fsl,644,500.
Congress would appropriate another f,568 ,000 for a highway bridge over the
Potomac in order to leave the railroad in possession of the Lo~ Bridge and
causeway. The Pennsylvania was to build a huge new $1,5oo,OOO station on the
Mall, and public funds would create an imposing plaza opening out into ·B
street on the north to make a grand entrance into the city. The train sheds
would project southward into the Mall, and the tracks elevated on an embankment

39 See n. 35; Comrs Rpt, 1685,

pp.'J-iqSer

2383.
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would slice diagonally across ·the park toward the Long Bridge.

A new

thoroughfare, "West Cani'i;ol Street, 11 would pass under the embankment by
means of a fifty-foot archway. 40 Symbolically and bodily members of Congress
would bow their heads to the railroad as they went to and from the Hill.
Senator Macmillan, whose n8ll.e would later be associated with large plans for
beautifying the capital,deJended the scheme:

"Indeed so far as sightliness

is concerned, the proposec' changes will add greatly to the beauty of that
portion of the Mall.

1141

The concessions tendered the B & 0 were less generous.

Its yard tracks and rornd houses were to be moved beyond the city limits,
~he Metropolitan brar>.::h and the Washington-Baltimore branch lines were to be
combined and reroutr,d within the city proper and the company was to receive

a i'ree gift of th<' square north of the present Senate office building on
which to erect

1,

new passenger depot; tracks elevated on an embanlanent across

lower land to the northeast would enter the new station at ground leve1. li2
Thus one railroad would share the Hill With the Capitol; the second would
occupy the central stretch of the park between Capitol and White House.
V~gorous protests sounded at once ,

Congressmen Samuel Cowherd of

Missou1i and Thetis Sims of Tennessee of the House District Committee labelled
the , ntire scheme shortsighted and excessively generaus to the rai.lroad80
Tr~ Chief of Army Engineers, Brigadier General John Wilson, and Major Thomas

ringharn, Commissioner of Public Buildings and Grounds, decried the folly of

40 H Rpt 2026, 56c, 2S, 14 Dec 19')0, Ser
4l Ibid, , p.

u2:l.

5.

42 H Rpt 2036, 56C, 2S, 17 Dec 00, Ser 4212.
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abandoning the very c9re of L'Enfant's original plan.

Senator Vest of

Missouri declared the two bills yoked together by "an interdependent mutuality
of greed."

Every citizens I association in the District, the Washington

Businessmen's Association and the Single Tax Club voiced outrage, 'While the
Board of Trade eJ!!Phatically restated its ten-year opoosition to any alienation
of the city's public parks.

Unfortupately the commissioners• statements that

the plan was the beet the District could hope. for probably encouraged illusions
in Congress.

Congressiona+ leaders pronounced the bills satisfactory to

"ninety-nine out of one hundred" Washingtonians, a misinterpretation of local
sentiment which, Representative Cowherd remarked, showed the handicaps under
which unrepresented citizens labored in trying to make their wishes understood.

In February 1901 Senate and House passed both bills and President

McKinley signed them.43
~

Public Schools~ Higher Education
While the commissioners• seeming deference to the railroad corpora-

tions offended citizens, they objected even more strongly to threats of
interference with the School Board.

Admittedly the commissioners must

appoint the board, but public feeling was that the trustees, once aopointed,
must have full authority over the school system.

For, despite frequent

squabbles about the disposition of funds and about appointments, particularly

to teaching posts in the colored schools, the board generally functioned in
keeping with citizens• wishes.

l.i3

The one insuperable problem was to get money

H Rpt 2026, Pt II, 56c, 2s, 15 Dec 00; Rec, 56c, 2S, 2 Feb 01,
p. 18ol, 7 Feb 01, pp. 2104-06, 8 Feb 01, P• 2180, and App. pp. 181-82.

enough to enable the schools to keep pace With the expanding population and
with the demands created by temporary, non-,taxpaying residents.

Yearly, to

taxpayers' wrath, the canmissioners pared the figure the trustees estimated
necessary,and yearly Congress 1though vot:i.ng less than the trustees requested,
appropriated more than the commissioners asked for.lili Consequently a passionate
in December 1885
outcry greeted the coJllJllissioners ' announce,,• ent/that they were taking over the

,..

duties of~hool board because quarrels had destroyed its usefulness.45 At
a mass meeting angry citizens 11sserted that the change would strip them of
"the last that was left to them of popular govE,rnment."

46

Congress, besought

to intercede, debated a school reorganization bi.ll only to drop it finally.
But the comrnissioners, obviously startled by the s·l;orm they had stirred up,

quietly backtracked; the school board carried on.

.1:n order to have women

trustees, a change in 1895 enlarged its lll8mbership by two, one white and one
colored woman. 47
Until 1900 the rest of the story repeated earlier history--too little
space, underpaid, albeit conscientious, teachers, revisions and elaborations
of the curriculum and always the necessity of choosing between expanding the
prj_rnary schools and spending money and effort on providing 111ore for older,

44 Star 13 Feb 79, 10 Jan 81, 12 Sep 83, 23 Jan 86; Rec 48C, lS,
16 May 84,~225; Sixth Anl Rpt Schoel Trustees, 1880, pp.=rf.-16, 15152, and !!Pb 1886, pp. 6--7; Cornrs Rpt, 1882, p. 7, Ser 2103.

a5Star,

23 Jan, 27 Mar 86; S His Doc 72, 49C, lS, 15 Feb 86, Ser 2343.

46 Star, 27 Mar 86.

47 Rec, h9C, 2S, 13 Dec 86, pp. 121-30, 2-3 Mar 87, pp. 2516, 2$46;
Sentinel, 26 Jun, 11 Dec 86; star, 27 Dec 87; ptns, H50A-Dl, n.d., and
2 r'eb 88; u.s. ~ . 1 Mar 95, p . 693.
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advanced pupils.

.An arrangement with the trustees of the Myrtilla Miner

Fund, a fund raised by private donors for Negro education, enabled the
superintendent of the colored schools to open a colored high school in 1879,
but before 1882 the nearest approach to a white high school was a scheme the
white superintendent tried in 1881• he selected the best students in the
e~hth grades, put them in the third-floor rooms of one building and called
the group a h~h sBhool.

The next year the white members of the board.:,in

the face of some opposition from the Negro members, insisted upon using the
principal of the Zchool7und that had been accumulating since 1826 to build
a white high school.

For several years after 1887 unusually large appropria-

tions for buildi~ schoolhouses lessened overcrowding in the lower grades,
but scarcely was a new building opened than a new generation of school
children overflowed it.

The Board of Trade observed that Washington was the

only city in the country which allowed non-residents to attend her schools
free of charge.

By 1899 lack of enough desks and school rooms necessitated

holding morning sessions 'flliJf1 for sixty-eight white first grades and fourteen
colored, and using the roolllS in the afternoon for a like number of second
grades.

Parents who could afford to pay tuition naturally sent their children

to private schools, but enrollment in the public schools rose to more than
36,000 pupils, a 50 percent increase in thirteen years. Moreover, popular
demand for manual training, night schools for children who worked during the
day, and a few summer "vacation schools" put further pressure upon limited
budgets.

The trustees felt obliged to open kindergartens in 1898, while

clamor mounted for a high school course that would qualify graduates for
college entrance.

One group of citizens thought the schools provided too many
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non-essentials and not enough grounding in f undamentals; another group thought
the curriculum too narrow.

Everyone agreed that the million and a quarter

dollars spent on public education annually was not accomplishing what was
needed.4 8
The Senate undertook to investigate.

Patiently a committee listened

to parents and teachers, white and colored, principals and trustees, people
with compaaints and peopl e with remedies to offer. 49 The outcome was an
administrative reorganization spelled out in the appropriation act passed in
1900.

It provided for an immediate increase of a quarter million dollars in

the school budget; otherwise the changes introduced were modest enough,

In

the last analysis, the commissioners retained their former authority, for
they kept control of expenditures and the power to armoint the board that
would have administrative jurisdiction over the school.

Instead of the old

board of school trustees, a new seven-member Board of Education came into
being.

If citizens were disappointed at not winning the right to elect it,

t hey were pleased to have its powers defined, including the final say in
hiring and firing teachers and other school officials.

/. single superintendent,

with an assistant superintendent for the white schools and a second for the
colored schools, promised to provide a unified direction which had not been
possible as long as the white and colored superintendents functioned independently of each other,

The

new scheme met with general aporoval.

The board

48 Comrs Rpts, 1887, pp. 5, 14, Ser 2547, 1890, pp. 842-43, Ser 2848,
1891, p. 8, Ser 2941, 1895, p. 8, Ser 3391, 1899, pp. 9-lo, 4o, 49-52, Ser
3930; Star, 1 Jan 90; Sentinel, 12 Mar 92; S Rpt 825, 52C, lS, 20 Jun 92, Ser
2914; s llpt 174, 54C, lS, 4 Feb 96, Ser 3362; s Doc 107, 54c, 1S, 7 Feb 96,
Ser 3350; AnlJpt !! of!!:, 1898, p. 80, 1899, P• 89; s Doc 240, 56C, 1S, 24
Mar 00, Ser 3 7.
49 s Rpt 711, 56c, 1s, 23 Mar

oo,

Ser 3889.
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of education immediately altered the curriculum "to make it more practical
and to reduce the amount of home study• 11 the larger appropriation and "improv;:!d
business management" provided money for new schoolhouses, and before the summer
of 1901 public agitation about the school system had largely evaporated.SO
Free public educati ,m ended in the ~~ools, although Washingtonians
continued to hope for a national university.

Howard University received a

small federal appropriation annually, but all other institutions of higher
education derived their support from private sources_,primarily religious
bodies.

Yet Washington counted five universities in her midst in 1889, when

the Roman Catholic hierarcby opened a school of theology as a first unit of
the new Catholic University of Anerica.Sl Methodists also had long aspired
to founding a great national institution of higher learning.
attainable in 1891,

It looked

That year Bishop John Hurst and a number of influential

Washingtcnians formed a board of trustees, raised t100,ooo and purchased a
beautiful stretch of wooded land above Georgetown for a campus.

The energetic

Bishop early made overtures to the struggling little National University to
merge with the projected Methodist university, since the name National might
induce Conrress to contribute to an institution such as George Washington had
willed his shares of Potomac Canal Company stock to found.

The proposed

merger fell through, Congress appropriated no money and the Methodist trustees,
then selecting the name .American University, proceeded in 1898 to erect Hurst
Hall on the new campus.

Building and campus stood unused for nineteen years.

SO U.S.~ at Large, 789, pp.

564-68; Comrs Rpt, 1900, p. 9, Ser hll8.

Sl ~ . 2lt May 88; Post, 13 Nov 89.
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The small medical school and even srnallel.• dental school that made up the
Nni,:onol University continued intc the 20th century, est,ab,.ishing a pattern
that would later become standard in Washington:

night classes enabling young

men to get professional t1iaining while they earned a living in day-time
government jobs.

The failure of l;he U.ree older universities, like the newer,

to earn great scholarly prestige left \•;ashington richer in quantity than
quality of higher education, but the fact that powerful religious bodies
envisaged the city as the future seat of American learning strengthened ·l;he
feeling that. Washington had indeed become a national city.
A touch of that feeling apparently entered into Charles Glover's
proposal to fellow Episcopalians that they establish a national cathedral
foundation in the District "for the promotion of religion and education and
charity,"

Glover, then President. of the Riggs National Bank, organized the

campaign for funds and in 1893 obtained a charter from Congress, while Henry
Satterlee, Bishop of ~ashington, selected Mt. St. Albans for the site on which

-

..,.;

the Cathedral of St. Peter and St. Paul should stand.
the National Cathedral School for Girls opened in 1894,

There within the close
Four years later

the Foundation completed the purchase of the entire hilltop n t h its commanding
view of river and city.
Long before the Cathedral walls beg~ slowly to rise against the skyline

in the 20th century>the Cathedral Foundation, the Corco r an Gallery, the
vniversities and new .:t'earned .26cieties and private philanthropies were con~ "-!4
~ributing to~(statt re as more than a political capital. They lay outside
~he realm of ·the commissioners ' responsibility and beyond that of Congress.

Chapter XIII
Philanthropy and Welfare Services, 1878-1901
While religious feeli ng combined with civic pride and interest in
education to 9roduce an organization like the National Cathedral Foundation,
the extraordinary upsurge of philanthropy in Washington during the last twenty
ye ars of the 19th centurr was largely a secular movement,

A dozen charities,

it is true, sprang up urder denominational aegis, Washington's seven hundred
Jewish families unobtruaively cared for their own, and, as for years past,
the Roman Catholic church maintained an impressive arrgy of institutions
ranging from St, Ann's Infant Asylum to a Home for the ftged and the Providence
Hospital ,

Yet the impelling spirit was l:rumanitarian rather than aarrowly

religious, and the feeJing of civic obligation ran stronger than duty to the
church.

A similar phenomenon occUITed in other cities throughout the western

world, but nowhere wa3 it more visible than in Washington.

Regardless of his

church affiliation, 1.he Washingtonian of any standing in the community
expected as a matter. of course to dedicate time and energy as well as money
to some charity anr, usually to more than one.

As enlightened self-interest

heightened his ser,se of public duty, so duty, as most people saw it, forbade
indiscriminate ctarity.

Hwnanitarianism itself was corsetted by the concept

that only the "worthy poor" should receive help, a Calvinistic attitude the
more startling because little in evidence in Washington I s earlier years.

In

the 1880 1 s, if rn Washingtonian publicly quoted Herbert Spencer, the F,nglishman' s moralistic philosophy permeated the atmosphere here as fully as in the
rest of America of the peri,od.

585
Of the three significant features of Washirlf.'ton's philaithropy, the
most ilrunediately striking was the expansion of charitable institutions and
relief agencies and the amount of money poured into them.

Prosperity enabled

people in the upper brackets of society to give large sums of money without
great self-denial, but even in the hard times of the nineties voluntary contributions far exceeded those of the 1870 1 s.

For example, in the severe

winter of 1878-79 a citizens' committee after great exertion managed to raise
t-3000 to supply fuel, food and clothing to the poor; in 1893-94, the year of
the panic, a similar committee collected nearly $50,000,

A growing popula-

tion explains some of the proliferation of charities, but while population
rose from about 175,000 to 277,000 souls between 1878 and 1901, the number
of institutions doubled and tax money spent for their support and for direct
relief increased almost five-fold.

Before 1879, despite the recurrence of

an emergency every winter, Congress had yearly resorted to emergency appropriations for direct or "outdoor" relief, that is, for persons not in institutions; thereafter the District budget yearly included from tl3,000 to
$20,000 for outdoor relief.

Public officials like private citizens accepted

gradually broadening responsibilities toward the city's needy. 1
Children were, above all, the beneficiaries.

Just as the Washington

City Orphan Asylum had been the first organized charity in the city, so
orphanages and "child saving" jnstitutions enlisted wider interest than any

1 Star, JO Jan 79; Comrs Rpt, 1895, pp, 139-40, 153, Ser 3391; S Doc
185, SSC, 1S, 21 Jul 97, "Joint Select Committee to Invei!tigate the Cllarities
and Reformatory Institutions in the District of Columbia, Part I - Hearings,
p, 157, ~er 3565 (hereafter cited as Ch. Brgs.).
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other form of philenthropy; by 1899 they were receiving eight times as much
money as in 1879.

In addition to three Roman Catholic orphanages and St. Roses

Industrial School for Girls, by 1888 citizens were supporting eight homes
for children. At the end of the century when the refusal of most of these
institutions to accept any colored child over six created an acute problem,
two more appeared, tre Hart Farm School for destitute and delinquent Negro
boys and a temporary hane for colored children opened by the Board of Children's
Guardians.

Under the direction of the Board of Children's Guardians, moreover,

the number of children placed in private homes grew steadily after 1892.

Legal

adoption sometimes followed and in any case, as other cities were also discovering, the chance for a child to develop "a stalwart individual character"
was better in a private family than in an institution. 2
The Board of Children's Guardians itself was an outgrowth of the mounting
concern for child welfare.

The Guardian Society of the early sixties had

faded away and, when active, had concentrated upon delinquents. A Children's
Branch added to the Humane Society in 1885 then undertook to place neglected
and abused children in any institution that 'h'Ould take them, but a body with
larger and more clearly defined authority was plainly desirable.

In 1892

Congress accordingly created the Board of Children I s Guardians, vesting in
it power to place out or itself to support any child -whom the courts collll!litted
to its care.

Under the selfless and public-spirited leadership of William

Redin Woodward, a Washington attorney turned real estate broker and title

2 Comrs Rpts, 1879, pp. 5.5-%, Ser 1913, 1895, np. 139-40, Ser 3391,
pp. 1-4, 290, Ser 3930, 1901, pp. 485, 500-01, ~er 4302; S Rpt 700, 55C, 2s,
21 Yar 98, 11 Jt Slct Commee on Charities and Reformatory Institutions, Part IIReoort11 (hereafter cited as Ch Rpt), pp. 200-02, Ser 3565; Ch Hrgs, pp. lh6,
451, Ser 3565.
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insurance company executive, the Board staunchly advocated the placi~ out
system and achieved pronounced success with white children.

Woodward, a man

of exceptionally keen mind and deep humanity, carefully studied the findings
of the National Conference on Charities and Corrections in order to give
Washington the benefit of the experience of other communities,

He was able

to report in 1901 that of the 720 children, white and colored, permanently
under the guardienship of the Board, 534 were living in private homes where
they were "bound out," boarding or on probation. 3
Medical charities got only less support than those for children. Most
of the District budget for poor relief went into medicines, fees for the
physicians to the poor, free clinics and dispensaries, while private funds
equipped and supplied the staff for a dozen new dispensaries before the end
of the century.

Hospitals, no longer considered purely eleemosynary, still

hfld many more charity than pay patientu, but the six institutions of 1880-the Washington Asylum, the Government Hospital for the Insane, Providence,
Freedmen I s, the Chi.ldrerul. Hospital and the Columbia Lying-in Asylum-- grew to
fifteen in the 1890's. 4 Doubts arose about the wisdom of maintaining so rnarzy-,
but just as the Garfield Hospital chartered in 1882 as a memorial to the
martyred Presi<lent "made a stronger and More successf'1l a')peal to the charitable
people of Washington than any other like institution has ever made, 11 so
citizens in advocating efficiency still believed medical charity should be

3 Comrs Rpts, 1892, pp. 194-97, Ser 3096, 1901, p. 485, Ser 4302; Ch
Hrgs, pp. 101, 455, Ser 3565.
4 Comrs Rpts, 1896, p. 137, Ser· 3497, 1901, pp. 500-0l, Ser 4320; Ch
Hrgs, pp. 113-14, 380, ~er 3565; Ch Rpt, p, 56, Ser 3565.
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"the last to be denied or. • • defen·ed • .,5 1-lhen a well-informed public
official stated in 1897 that no other city in the United States could match
Washington in her provision for the sick am injured, he referred not only

to the nwnber of facilities but to the quality of service.

By arry standards,

conditions were appalling at the Washington Asylwn Hospital, that catch-all
for the helpless without other recourse, and the service there was "little
above that of the primitive country poorhouse of an earlier day," but most
of the public hospitals offered effective care, and an eminent physician from
the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore and an equally competent doctor from
Philadelphia's Pennsylvania Hospital pronounced the nursing and medical care
at Freedmen's Hospital excellent, despite primitive sanitary facilit ies and
a general aspect of "suffering and squalor. 116
For indigents stricken with contagious disease, alcoholics, drug
addicts, the "mildly insaie" and the chronically or incurably ill, on the
other hand, provision was totally inadequate.

Hospitals were unwilling to

risk e:xposing patients to contagion and until congressional threats in 1899
to rut off appropriations persuaded the staffs at Freedmen's, Garfield and
Providence to accept government subsidies and build isolation wards, all
contagious cases had to be treated at home unless they landed in the small
pos: hospital at the AsylUJ11.

A Home for Incurables foun:led in 1889 took a

few Jda::ta!! patients, and occasionally a private hospital accepted one or two,
but all medical institutions preferred to conentrate upon curable cases of

11

5 Comrs Rpt, 1896, p. 113, ~er 3u97; S Rpt 781, 55C, 2S, 28 Mar 98,
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a routine nature.

Before a newly organized Aid .ftssocistion for the Blind

opened a small home in 191)(), the indigent blind could go only to the
sllllshouse.

The aged or chronically ill, the ·"inebriate", the"dope fiend"

and the mentally disturbed, refused admission elsewhere, usually ended up
at the Asylum Hospital where the physician in charge, because powerless to
turn anyone away, had to make a place for them in the general wards. 7
It may be imagined, Lrepol!ted the Asyltun Commissione.!:7, the crowding,
the bad air, and tte consequent slow and poor progress towards recovery
in many cases; when, besides, we take into consideration that all
classes of patients, surgical cases before and after operation, chronic
ulcers, S)l'philitic, acute and chronic diseases of all kinds, have to be
treated in the same wards and in close proximity,_ it is a·matter of
surprise that the death rate is as low as it is.o
In view of the shocking gaps in the medical program, the fact is astonishing
that in the areas it did cover Negroes got as good care as whites. 9
Help far women in distress, particularly if their troubles arose through
no fault of their own, 'Was a third fo:rm of charity to expand rapidly.

Although

it rarely extended to colored women, no matter how "worthy," it slowly reached
out to include "fallen" white women despite lingering doubts about the wisdulm
of lightening the wages of sin.

Before 1885 the Roman Catholic House of the

Good Shepherd and the Episcopalian House of Mercy were accepting not only
girls i .n need of "preservation" but also unmarried mothers, and in 1888 the
Women's Christian Temperance Union set itself to join in salvaging that "most

7 Comrs Rpts, 1890, p. 188, Ser 2848, 1892, p. l8o, Ser 3096, 1894, pp.
102-07, Ser 3311, 1899, op. 104, 297, 303-04, Ser 3930, 1901, pp. 560-69,
Ser 4302; Ch Hrgs, pp. 208-13, 376, Ser 3565; Anl ~ ] 2£ II, 1899, p. 40.
8 Comrs Rpt, 1882, p. 267, Ser 2103.
9 Comrs Rpts, 1882, p. 267, Ser 2103, 1892, p. 662, Ser 3096, 1896, pp.
l6o, 183-93, 227, 391, Ser 3497, 1899, Vol III, P• 20, Ser 3931, 1901, P• 414,
Ser 4302.
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undeserving" class, mostly girls under nineteen years of age.

The WCTU

Hope and Help Mission achieved some success 1n helping them to become selfsupoorting while keeping their children with them, but the number of applicants
soon outran capacity.

In 1897 the .Mission came under the auspices of the

National Board of Florence Crittenden Hissions.

Largely under the aegis of

various Protestant churches, homes for aged women also began to multiply,
a badly needed service in a community which had had in the 1870 1 s only the
almshouse, the Catholic Home for the Aged run by the Little Sisters of the
Poor and -the Louise Home for a small carefully selected group of "women of
education and refinement." Furthermore, following the eX11111ple of the Women's
Christian Association whic!'l had begun in the 1870' s systematic assistance to
transient women stranded in Washington without ftiends or work, several other
organizations opened homes, like the Young Womens Christian Home and the
Bruen Home.

Little or no tax money went into any of these women's institu-

tmons; private subscriptions supplied the bulk of the funds.IO
Lf the tremendous growth of charities was the moat dramatic aspect of

Washington's philanthropy in the last decades of the century, the services
the community ignored or slighted were equally significant.

The special

cases which the medical charities passed over were only one example. No
agency, public or private, stood ready to assist able-bodied unemployed men
except in the direct emergency of a severe winter, and as soon as the weather

lO Comrs Rpt, 1895, p. 102, Ser 3391, 1897, pp. 467...68 Ser 3652, 1898,
pp. 277-79, Ser 3769, 1899, PP• 291-92, Ser 3930, 1900, p. 47h, Ser 4118;
Ch Hrgs, pp. 143, 290-96, 301-06, 387-91, 394, 398, 404; Ch Hist, pp. 144-48,

150, ~--er 3565.
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1110derated that help ceased,

The aged male got scarcely more consideration,

The almshouse of necessity housed some, and the Catholic Home for the Aged
a few, but men, irrespective of their handicaps, were expected to fend for
themselves.

Indeed the coneressional committee investigating Washington's

charities in 1897 recorrmended omitting all public appropriations for all
homes for the aged since it seemed questionable policy to provide for the few
"while the many are required to seek the .Asylum. " Whereas help was nevertheless e.x ceptionally generous for white women and children, it was conspicuously meagre for colored women and children,

The clinics and hospitals

by means of segregated wards admitted Negroes as freely as whites and gave
colored patients equally good care, but except for St. Ann's Infant Asylum,
the Catholic Home for the flged, the National Colored Home and before 1898 the
Newsboys and Childrens Aid Society, the institutions for children and reedy
women generally excluded Negroes.
lation and a

Vfil'Y

Yet Negroes made up a third of the popu-

much higher proportion of the city's poor.

The st. John's Parish Orphanage very occasionally took a Negro child,
and in the early nineties the Newsboys and Childrens .Aid Society accepted
some colored boys, only to reverse itself in 1898 when Congress refused to
make a grant for a separate building for the colored. 11 Catholics and
Protestants shared the view of the Directress of .St. Rose's IndUBtrial School
when she explained:

11

It would not be supposed we could mix them /Jiegro girli/

with our young girls who are mostly orphans from good families.n 12

The

11 s Mis Doc 93, SOC, 2S, 2 Mar 89, ~er 2615; Comrs Rpts, 1896, pp. 347,
355, Ser 3497, 1901, p, 332, ~er 4302; Ch Rpt, p. 42, Ser 3565.
12 s Mis Doc 93, Soc, 2s, 2 Mar 89, Ser 2615.
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colored
difficulties of placing/children in private homes led the Board of Childrens
Guardians in 1897 regretfully to request the oourts to commit to it as few
colored charges as possible, since it would have to crowd most of them into
its temporary home.

Similarly the restricted resol.U'ces of the Home for

Destitute Colored Women and Children, supported as it was almost entirely by
taxes, obliged its managers to limit the admission of children to those between
the ages of three and ten.

Although the secretary observed that "no house-

holder will talce into his fsmily a colored child except as a servant and with
the intention of getting a full equivalent for what he gi•ms," the ten-yearold turned out of the Home could ordinarily hope for nothing better. 13 Inevitably an endless streBJ11 of them wound up at the workhouse and the almshouse,
and "because the world affords them no other place, 11 the Commissioner of the

Asylum noted, "Elt the end of their terms they constantly importune me to
allow them to remain. nl4 The promise held out by the founding of the Home
for Friendless Colored Girls in 1886 all but collapsed within a few years.
Launched by a Negro woma.~ when she discovered two little color ed girls eating
out of a garbage can, the Home was Washington's first Negro-sponsored charityp
But the "band of worthy colored women" who originally attempted to finance it
failed to elicit funds from well-to-do Negroes, and the prominent white women
whom Mrs. Grover Cleveland interested in the Home were able to raise only
~150 for it in two years of soliciting. 15

l3 Ch Hrgs, pp. 100-01, 197, ~r

3565.

lh Comrs Rpt, 1802, pp. 259-60, Ser 2103; Ch Hrgs, pP. 1()()- 01, Ser 3565.

l5 Ch Hrgs, pp. 310-13, 396-97, Ser 3565; Comrs Rpt, 1900, p. 290, Ser
3930.
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The story of help

Ja

for colored women was much the same.

A few

found a refuge in the National Colored Home, and nearly fifty, thanks to the
kindliness of the 1:i.ttle Sisters of the Poor, becane inmates of the Catholic
Home for the Aged.

Otherwise before 1900 there was nothing but the Asylum

and the Reform School for Girls, an institution more nearly penal than
charitable .

In 1900, greatly daring, the Hope and Help Mission undertook in

collaboration with its "colored mission" in Alexandria to e:i..-tend its services
to am unmarried colored mothers.

Incredulously the director reported that

"it has been proved that these colored girls can be cared for more easily and
at less expense than the average white girl.

As a rule, they are better

trained for work, and more capable of earning their own living in a shorter

time."16
As William Redin Woodward of the Board of Childrens Guardians saw the
situation in 1897, Negroes were "a race not yet recovered from the effects of
slavery, practically without resources for the private support of necessary
institutions for the protection of its own dependents, and for whose benefit
wealthy citizens of the District of Columbia neither left large bequests nor
contributed any considerable sums. n 17

In implying that all Negroes wer e of

one class and failing to note that a number of upper class Negroes had some
means at their disposal, he revealed a point of view common among white people,
but whites who observed the wealth of the upper stratUlll of Negro society tended
to resent the apathy of its members toward the wants of the lower class.

Large

16 S Mis Doc 93, SOC, 2S, 2 Mar 89, Ser 2615; Comrs Rpt, 1894, p. 101,
Ser 3311; Ch Hrgs, pp. 402, 554, Ser 3565.
17 Ch Hrgs, p. 155, Ser 3565.
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gifts from wealtey individuals were, it is true, a mainstay of charity in
most 19th century cities.

w.

W, Corcoran, for forty years the single most

generous donor to good works in the District, endowed the Corcoran Gallery
and the Louise Home and gave large sums to Columbian University and the local
orphanages but upon his deat,:1 in 1888 left no bequest to any colored institutions.

Nor did the succeefing generation of generous charitable-minded
on
Washingtonians. Yet the selectiveness of white philanthropy rested/more than
color prejudice.

Since the phil osophy that came to prevail stressed charity

only for the "wortey ;ioor" and most 'Whites regarded Negroes as an inferior
breed of human beinJ, cold logic justified a minimum of help for colored
people.

Why that philosopey first apneared strongly in the eighties rather

than earlier af' it did in other American cities is another question.
That

~

moralistic attitude toward charity was little in evidence in

the ante-1-~llum District was probably due both to the homogeneity of its
pennane~t population and to a narrow view of public duty 'Which limited obligatic-.1s to caring for orphans and providing emergency relief for neecy- adults
iD winter.

Before the war the derelicts produced by the industrial system

md the commercial competitiveness of the North were a rarity in Washington,
and, in spite of the inflow of transient paupers seeking government aid, the
city had relatively few "deadbeats."

Indeed the transients 'Whose exigencies

were for years a drain upon the community elicited some sympatey and ordinarily
e scaped the label "undeserVing. "

Slaves were a responsibility of their masters

and free Negroes concealed t heir needs as best they could lest· the workings of
the black code expel them from the District.

Hence, because most of W;ishing-

t on' s and Georgetown's. visibly needy appeared to be wortey of helpJ the question

of charity for the unworthy did not arise.
When the wave of contrabands swept in duri~ the war, the Army and
northern abolitionists bore much of the burden, aid Washingtonians could persuade themselves for a time that here was a temporary problem.

The immediate

post-war era gave birth to wrathful protest at Mayor Bowen's made-work scheme
which seemed to his political enemies to pander to the undeserving, but since
indignant taxpayers could not stop him as long as he was mayor, he saved them
the necessity of evolving clear-cut standards about who was worthy of charity,
who lacking in the moral qualities to merit it.

Doubtless the Calvinistic

concept of ooverty and its attendant ills as a j\Xigment from on high upon
the undeserving had always been latent in Washington, but circumstances had
submerged it until the 1870's and then the confusions of the territorial regime
followed by the economic uncertainties of panic and depression further dels;yed
a set fonnulation of principles.

While migrant workers, attracted by the

District's comparativezy mild climate, flooded into the city every winte-r,
the Night :Lodging House and Mrs, Robert's Penny Lunch, partly subsidized by
Congress, relieved Washingtonians of hev-lng to choose between seeing men
starve and doing violence to their own consciences.

It was apparentzy the

enormous prosperity of the 1880 1 s in the upper ranks of Washington society
that brought into the open a philosophy of justification.

Rooted perhaps in

subconscious feelings of guilill and fed by the writings of Herbert Spencer, the
Englishman who adapted the Darwinian theories to social evolution, the belief
took hold that discrimination in giving was essential to human progress,
certainzy to community progress.

The spread of that point of view and the

resulting determination to est~blish standards by which to judge worthiness
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was the third characteristic of the city's philanthropy.
The idea once well-sprouted flowered quickly and lasted lorger in
Washington than in cities 'lr.lere industrial strife ploughed deep and unsettled
men's earlier premises.

Conscientious civic-minded Washingtonians carried

into the 20th century the conviction that poverty sprang from the flaws in
the character of the individual rather than from weaknesses in the social
structure.

As the moral regeneration of the poor must be the first aim DC

of charity, so public-spirited citizens, instead of giving in to sentimental
sympathy for suffering, must bend every effort to teach the ooor to develop
habits of frugality, industry, honesty, temoerance, cleanliness and chastity.
In 1882, a year after Washington, following the example of London and some
sixteen ft.merican cities, organized an Associated ~arities, a set of formal
"buggestions to Friendly Visitors" issued to volunteers included the following
instructions:
1. Give no money, • ,because your chief object is to lift the idle,
ignorant and dependent, out of pauperism, to make them selfsupporting and self-respecting and to prevent their children
becoming begr,ars.
•

2.

• • • • • • • • • • • • •

•

• • • • • •

•

• • •

•

• • • • • •

Infonn the idle and squalid of the sanitary laws of the District
and show them that misery and suffering are the inevitable
results of idleness, filth and vice. Make kindly suggestions
concerning ventilation, clothing, digestion and household
cleB11line ss.

3. Take a gift of a plant or picture or some other tasteful suggestive object of beauty, to each wretched homeo

4,

Write out a wholesome economic~l bill of fare, and show how a
little saving and constant thrift Will nrovide against illness
and misfortune.

5.

Ascertain what each rrember of a family can do ••• and see that
every one over 12 years of age is engaged in some useful occupa,.
tion looking £award permanent self-support. 18

18 Star. 20 Dec 81, 8 June 81, 12 Apr 82.
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Whatever the reception accorded the free advice and the gift of a
"suggestive object of beauty," the volunteers assembled information about
Washington's deserving poor which enabled the Associated Charities to establish a useful file of case histories. Otherwise the organization accomplished
disappointingly little.

It had envisaged itself as a clearing house which

-wQuld eliminate duplicating services, halt "indiscriminate charity" and
introduce efficient methods into relieving distress.

But before 1897 its

volunteer part- time staff undertook to solicit funds and llisburse them
itself and in so doill( added one more agency to the several already engaged
in direct relief.

In these years of trial and error, competition between the

Associated Charities aro other organizations consequently ran strong over
who was to distribute the Money raised yearly hy the commissioners• apoointees
to an official citizens relief committee.

For more than a decade that com-

mittee continued the system used in the past of having the police undertake
the disbursing but in 1894 released part of its funds to the Associated
Charities and in 1897 determined to drop the police as agents, use the
Associated Charities primarily for investigation and let other groups actually
distribute the central fund. 19
f'..fficiency and econoncy- in administering philanthropy were constant
goals.

Sinee the Associated Charities was unable to bring order out of the

confusion, in 1890 Congress acting upon the pleas of the District commissioners
created the office of Superintendent of Charities to supervise the work of
all charitable institutions and agencies in the city. By law a presidential

l9 ~ . 12 Jan 84; Comrs Rpts, 1892, o. 20h, Ser 3096, 1894, P• 107,
Ser 3311; Ch Hist, p. 17h, Ser 3565.
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appointee, the Superintendent was to be brought in fl'Om outside, obViously
to enable him to look et the entire local picture without prejudice.

koos

o.

Wli?'Jler, former head of Baltimore's Charity Organization ~ociety, was the
first incumbent and the first 9rofessional social worker to hold office in
Wsshington.

His high n11tionsl standing heightened in 189h by his textbook

on social work, which for twenty-five years was the only one in the field,
gave his words weight.

His primary objective was 1to rever se the trend that

had developed during the 1880 1 s whereby private agenci es obtained public
money and used it es they saw fit.

In 1892 medical charities drew 58 percent

of their income .f'rom the public treasury, the Industrial Home School end
refonnatories nearly 90 percent, children's charities 65.5 percent and temporary homes over 70 percent.

Amos Warner, his two successor s and l eadinp.

citizens believed private funds and public supervision e wiser arrangement;

at least blanket subaidies to private institutions should cease and a central
board of charities should set the standards for admitt ing applicants to all
institutions and allot aey public money on a basis of a certain
irnnate.

8UIII

per

The out8ome supposedly would be that only the de11erri~ would receive

institutional care.

Similar standards in outdoor relief would end the waste

of money end effort on imposters, paupers who drifted into the District from
states which ought to support them, and people whose moral shortcomi~s left
them beyond hope of redemption.

At a time when well-to-do Virginians facetiously

but with some truth called the District ''Virginia's poor house, " the argument

for introducing rigid rules denying help to no~residents had considerable face. 20

20 Co!11l's Rpts, 1887, PP• 38~, 393-9h; Ser 2547, 1892, P• 169, Ser 3096,
1897, PP• 258, 279-82; Ch Hrgs, PP• 13, 21, 332, L59, Ser 3565; Anl ~ !!_ 2£
Tr, 1897, P• 27; Frank Bruno, Trends!!! Social Wark, 187L-1956, p. 101.

599
It was not shortage of funds that inspired the campaigns for efficiency
and ecoil01!1Y•

Although every penny saved by intelligent management naturally

meant more money for desirable objectives, stretching dollars in order to
widen the reach of philanthropy was scarcely a consideration at a.11.

Year

after year the citizens relief committee limited the amount allotted to any
one family to about ~2 and came out every spring with an unexpended surplus
of funds, in some years as large as the total spent for relief.

But the

committee felt to spend more lavishly would simply be to encourage pauperiSl!I. 21
In 1897 the committee •;ecretary, a man trained in the new profession of social
work, asserted that a large pennamnt relief fund i;ould be dangerous once the
poor, particularly :'.ndigent colored people, got wind of its existence.
go to the house an:! see absolute destitution.
purposes and has to be granted.

"You

The money ia there for relief

By having such a fund you take all the

backbone out of these people." When asked whether they would not starve if
not given hel;,, he replied they would then go to work. 22
Herbt)rt Lewis who becll!lle Superintendent of Charities in 1897 took a
slightly r'.i.fferent posit.ion.

He opposed the subsiey system because it

fosteree sentimentality and pennitted private agencies to devote themselves
excihus.i.vely to "the hopeful, promising and pleasant, leaving without suffici~nt consideration the idiotic, defective and crippled for whose care it
is increasingly difficult to procure sufficient fums. 11

.at the same time he

rut his finger on the crucial weakness of Washington's charities:

the almost

21 Star 19 Apr 84; Comre Rpts, 1896, p. 115, Ser 3497, 1897, P• 277,
Ser 3652, 1899: p, 513, Ser 39)0; Ch Hrgs, P• 24, Ser 3565; Ch Rpt, pp. 17274, Ser 3565.
22 Ch Hrgs, p.

25,

Ser

3565.
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It was not shortage of funds that inspired the campaigns for efficiency
and eco00171Y.

Although every penny saved by intelligent management naturally

meant more money for desirable objectives, stretching dollars in order to
widen the reach of philanth1•opy was scarcely a consideration at all.

Year

after year the citizens relief committee limited the amount allotted to any
one family to about ~2 and came out every spring with an unexµended surplus
of funds, in some years os large as the total spent for relief.

But the

committee felt to spend more lavishly would simply be to encourage pauperiS111. 21
In 1897 the col!U!1ittee •;ecretary, a man trained in the new profession of social
work, asserted that s large pennamnt relief fund i«>uld be dangerous once the
poor, particularly ~.ndigent colored people, got wind of its existence.
go to the house an:l see absolute destitution.
purposes and has to be granted.

"You

The money is there for relief

By having such a fund you take all the

backbone out of these people." When asked whether they would not starve if
not given hel;,, he replied they would then go to work.22
Herbt)rt Lewis who became Superintendent of Charities in 1897 took a
slightly r:i.fferent posit.ion.

He opposed the subsidy syatem because it

fostere<' sentimentality and permitted private agencies to devote themselves
exciuslvely to "the hopeful, promising and pleasant, leaving without suffici~nt consideration the idiotic, defective and crippled for whose care it
is increasingly difficult to procure sufficient funis. 11

.at the same time he

rut his finger on the crucial weakness of Washington's charities:

21

the almost

Star 19 Apr 84; Comrs Rpts, 1896, p. 115, Ser 3497, 1897, P• 277,
Ser 3652, 1899; p, 513, Ser 39:30; Ch Hrgs, P• 24, Ser 3565; Ch Rpt, pp. 17274, Ser 3565.
22 Ch Hrgs, p. 25, Ser 3565.
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complete exclusion of colored children from institutions which provided
excellent care for white children. 23 While he was unable to alter that, he
succeeded in substituting the so-called District supply system for the old
arrangement of turning over lump sums of public money to charitable institutions; after 1897 payments were in goods.

In 1900 ai'iler a long investiga-

tion of local procedures, Congress dropped a half dozen sectarian institutions
from the list of the publicly subsidized, and, a greater victory for the
proponents of efficiency and centralized control of e:x:penditures, created
a Board of Charities.

The Board was t o establish uniform rules for organi-

-

zations which received any public money.

By

1901 professionally trained

social workers,..in charge of the Associated Charities' ten branch offices, and
a new era of professionalism in welfare work was dawning in Washington. 2li
Throughout the eighties and nineties the theories of professionals and
lsymen had coirx:ided closely.

into practise.

But leymen found theory hard to put consistently

In the mid-eighties three leading figures on the citizens

relief oommi.ttee, Reginald Fendall, R. Ross Perry and Simon Wolf, reported:
That some have been relieved llho were not worthy of relief, in one
sense, is probable. Abstractly considered, a man or woman who will not
work ought to starve or freeze, but it will not do to enforce this
abstract proposition. That such ought to be forced to work is evident,
but until the law empowers us to enforce this i;ork we must not let them
starve or freeze, It hurts the community to have such deaths in our
midst. The mRn who can comfortably eat a hearty dinner when he knows
that another man is starving near him, and yet does nothing to relieve
him, is at heart a murderer. Such men do not make good citizens, nor are

23 Comrs Rpt, 1897, p. 280, Ser 3652.
24 Comrs Rpts, 1897, p. 267, Ser 3652, 1899, PP• 285, 300, Ser 3930,
1900, P• ' 85, Ser lill8; Ch Hrgs, pp. 1-2, 13, 21, 332, 459; Anl Rpts !! of!!'.,,
1897, P• 27, 1901, P• 46.
•
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they safe guides to follow • • • • But even should these chronic cases
be left to their fate, what shall be done with their wives and children?. • • We mu.st help them. There is no other way out of it. By
so doing we doubtless increase poverty, but by refusine to do so we
hurt ourselves, our community, our nation.25
.
The sanitary officer of the police force shared that view.

Irrespective of

abstract principles, he felt obliged to provide for non-residents who arrived
in Washington sick "without a penny in their pockets. • • •

inhuman to turn them away."

It -would be

In defiance of the tentative congressional stand

that these people were no responsibility of the District, Officer Frank
hospitalized sick and helpless strangers along With local cases, all told
3890 persons in 1896 alone.

Many private citizens doubtless responded

similarly when confronted with human misery.

Charles Glover who repeatedly

served on the citizens relief co!lllllittee and presumably subscribed to its
doctrines unhesitatingly gave what the colored press described as "large
sums" to his butler to distribute to the poor ·daily during a blizzard in
1899.26
Furthermore, a group of hard-headed business men, perceiving that unwholesome living conditions might oontribute to human depravity, organized in
1897 the Sanitary Improvement Cornpaey to build decent ineXpensive houses which
poor families could afford to rent.

Enlightened self-interest, not charity

in its restricted sense, gave rial to the plan, since its sponsors in the
Board of Trade, the citizens relief committee and the newer Civic Center were
primarily concerned with cornbatting the high overall death rate that had
given the city a bad name.

Yet :implicit in the scheme was the idea that the

25 Comrs Rpt, 1884, p. 76, Ser 2290.
26 Ch Mres, pp. 231, 238; Bee, 4 Mar 99.
I
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moral weaknesses of the poor might not be solely responsible for the disease
and crime that flourished in Washington's noisesome alleys.

The project was

a business proposition; stockholders were to receive 5 percent on their
investment..

By

the autumn of 1898 the canpany had erected eight small double

houses each of four rooms; equipped with a bath, gas, hot and cold water, a
range and a cellar, all renting at from ~9 to f,12.50 a month.

A month's rent

was ·to be remitted to every tenant who kept his nat in good repair for a year.
Three years later the company reported it had 162 dwellings occupied by
warki~en' s f8111ilies, a large part of them Negro.

Tenants appeared to observe

company rules, repairs were kept to a minimum Md company assets had risen to
nearly ~200,000. As a practical venture in instilling habits of cleanliness,
thrift and industry the enterprise could be labelled a success. 27
"Character-building" organizations, as a later generation would call
the YMCA and the Women' s Christian Association, were never regarded as fullfledged charities, although the WCA,in devoting itself to helping women
adjust themselves to life in a strange city,was sometimes accused of acting
as a relief agency.

During the 1880 1 s both associations lost much of their

one-time religious character.

The YMCA gradual:cy relegated Bible classes and

prayer meetings to a secondary place and built up its membership by emphasizing sociability and the opportunity to enjoy athletics in the gymnasium of
the new buildi~ on O street.

In 1884 when a group of women organized the

Young Wolllen I s Association, the managers followed the same general course,

27

Anl ~ B of Tr, 1897, PP• 2fl-29, 1898, pp. 42-43, 1899, P• 48,
1901, P• 4 I i ; ~ i x ~ ! ! P r o m x R ~ ! ! !· ~"~
~ructhe"1iia:n~o•oue~EmJw1.+ix Kober, Housing Movement, p o . ~

insofar as the lack of a EYJllllasium permitted. 28
The charity organization MOvement in the latter part of the 19th

century was a phenomenon col!ll"on to rapidly growing cities in we~tern Europe
and the !lnited Stl'tes.

Indeed interest in philimthropy might be called a

by-product of urbanization.

London end Berlin :,et the example tdx which

Jlmericen cities followed, Washington slightly later then maey others. While
the humanitarianism that Washingtonians eVinced and the limitations they
imposed upon it were by no means unique, its universality among well-to-do
permanent residents was exceptional.

Call it enlightened self-interest or

exaggerated civic pride in outshining other cities, the vigor with which
white people on t.he upper social levels threw themselfes into resolving the
problems of poverty and want in the cormnunity was nevertheless a distinctive
feature of Washington's life of the day.

'l

Chapter XIV
Every-da;y Life and the Ameniti es of the White Community, 1878-1901
Proud as Washington was of her civic improvements and her charities,
it was the orderliness of daily routines and the chann of her social life
that endeared her to her white residents and to visitors,

The larger the

city grew and the wider the sweep of government activities, the more complex
became social relationships, but the tensions that marred life in other
American cities were relaxed in Washington,

Personal anxieties endured at

every social level from that of the underpaid school teacher and the government clerk without a civil service rating who was harried by "t he uncertainty
of office tenure which makes the young woman of twenty-five have the wrinkles
of forty, nl to that of a Henry Adams obliged to watch his gifted wife sink
into a melancholia which ended in suicide,

Yet English travelers critical

of rnost things American were delighted and astonished at Washington' s engaging
serenity,
Compared ·with New York or Chicago /;rote the Dean of Rochestey,
Washington, although it is full of commotion and energy, is a city of
re.st and peace, The inhabitants do not rush onward as t hough they
were late for the train or the post, or as though the dinner hour being
past they were anxious to appease an irritable wife, •• , The ear is
not deafened by the clanging of bells, the roll of the cars, and the
tramping of feet which never seem to pause, It was a busy day, •• on
which we arrived, the first day of the meeting of Congress •• ,but
though there was a great gathering of Representatives, there was no
commotion or din.2

1 Cleveland Leader, 3 !>or 811,
2 The Very Reverends. Reynolds Hole, Dean of Rochester, A Little
Tour of America, pp. 309~10.

Another Englishman spoke of the impression Washington gave "of comfort, of
leisure, of space to spare, of statelines you hBrdly expected in ftmerica.
It looks a sort of place where nobody has to work for his living, or, at
any rate, not hsrd. 11 3
By

mid-20th-century standards, people did not work hard, or at least

not under high pressure,

In reassuring her brother that her new job in the

Dead Letter branch of the Post Office Department was not excessively onerous,
Virginia Grigsby wrote in 1883:
We are fixed with every convenience, long desks, easy revolving
chairs, footstools, plenty of servants and no specific amount of work
to be done. • • • There are all ladies in this room, and therefore
they do as they choose, most of them bring dressing sacques and put
them on to work in. Some even take off their corsets. You know Hama
never wears /!llY 2t home, perhaps she may be able to do all this in the
Land Office.4
The "servants", that is goverrunent messengers, seldom hurried.

Government

offices closed at four in the afternoon and only common laborers, artisans,
clerks in stores, and domestic servants worked longer hours,

Office workers

breakfasted at eight or nine, had a cup of coffee, a "dairy lunch" or a
sandwich at noon, and at four o'clock went home to a he1>rty dinner or dined
in one of Washinp,ton's nU/1\erous restaurants,

"The lunch rooms of WashiJ:"€ton

are a ch11racteristic of the city," wrote Frank CarpE'nter, the observant
young correspondent for the Cleveland Lea.d er in the early l!l80's.
of no place in the world that has their like,

They are found in every block

and usually keep excellent coffee and delicious rolls • • • •

3 G.
(SHC) 0

w.

4 Ltr,

"I know

There are

stJ(ens, The Land 2f the Dollar, p. 92.
Virginia Grigsby to Hart Grigsby, Jul 83, Gibson-Humphreys mss

6o6

places where you get a common cup••• with three rolls and butter for ten
centso II I dairy lunch room opposite the Treasury much frequented by government clerks served coffee in "pint shaving mugs"; customers helped themselves

to sugar from two "holy water basins chained to the wall" and then relaxed
in the wicker chairs about the room while they ate the sandwiches they had
brought with them. 5
The boardinghouses, h,,wever, remained a Washington institution, for
"private board" st a minimum of

$5 a week seemed higho Generals ' and statesmen's

widows ran many of the most select boardinghouses.

Though these did not

necessarily serve the best food, the seating arrangements follo.ied protocol
as carefully as the White House would at a staee dinner.

Young men and women

on their wey up in the world occupied lowlier places than the eminent "has
been," and the head of the establishment exercised scrupulous judgment about
who outranked whom in between top and bottomo

Ps late as 1904 Louis Brownlow,

then a little knoi-m y-oung newspaperman but destined to become a District
eleven years
commissioner/later, felt himseli' privileged to be assigned to the bottom table
at Mrs . Bocock's bonrdinghouse on Q street; she accepted him only because he
came properly recommendedo Table mates, if frequently boring or slightly
t>0mpous, at least eXt>Osed the newcomer in Washington to a conic-sectioned view
of the city's inhabitants ranging from salesmen to people "in office, " the
phrase government employees used to describe their statuso 6
In the last decades of the 19th century an occasional congressman still

5 Cleveland Leader, 5 Jan 1130
6

Ibid., 3 Apr, 30 Nov 113; Louis Brownlow,~ Passion~ Politics,

PP• 336-uO:-

607
patronized a boardinghouse, but, with the disappearance of the congressional
mess in the 185o•s, representatives who found the CPpital too e,cpensive to
warrant movil'lf, their f smilies to Washington r,erer111ly 11 ved in hotels and
ate at restiiurants, in spite of discovering that "thirty-five or fifty cents
is the least for which one can get a passable breakfast or dinner."

But

there was a considerable choice of places to dine; some of the most fsmous
of that day are still favorites--the huge dining room opening off Peacock
Alley in the Willard Hotel, the Ebbitt House across from the Willard,
Harvey's Fish House)and Hall's near the river front where a magnificent bar
and behind its huge painting of a nude Venus bathing added a special attraction.

With some horror "Carp" informed his Cleveland readers "it would take

the best part of a Congressman's salary

[JS,oooJ

to pay his hoard and whiskey

bills, if he did not take a high room {e.bove the second storiJ and leave his
family at home.

One New York Congressman paid ~600 a wePk for his rooms

at one of the hotels." Fvery evening at the National or the Metropolitan
or one of the hotels near the Capitol which served western representatives
as headquarters, ten to fifteen billiard tables were in constant use with
"a hundred men, many of them Congressmen, st.tting in e line of chairs along
the wall, watching the olay as though they were Monte Carlo gamblers."7
Americans new to the ways of Congress in session were sometimes
startled at congressmen's behavior in the House.

"l-iembers talk, laugh and

joke as though they were in the office of a hotel or a bar-room." They sat
feet on desk or moved about between the Speaker and the member who was

7 ClevelPnd Leader,

5 Jan, 30 Nov 83.

6o8
addressing him. Yet the 6apitol, "a lit tle city in itself" as "Carp"
described it, was populated by the"busies.t, wittiest and brainiest men from
all parts of the United States. 11
The chief street of this miniature city is the main corridor leading
from the House of Representatives to the Senate Chamber, a long street,
perhaps twenty feet wide, throueh wl\ich continually pass and repass a
hurrying throng of anxious people. Little shops for the sale of photographs, candies and newspapers are found here and there along this
street. I telegraph· office is kept continually busy ticking its
messages, and at its end ie always to be found a crowd of lobbyists,
politicians and strangers.
Deadbeats and "bogus pension lawyers" who by shyster tricks fleeced clients
out of their claims made up part of this throng, but whatever their morality,
the denizens of this corridor were rarely dull company. 9
For the permanent resident with a family to consider life was likely
to be less eventful than far the temporary Washingtonian.

''We rarely go to

the theatre or to concerts," regretfully remarked a government clerk with a
wife and three children to support on his f,1600 annual salary.
was

As his rent

tJO, wood and coal bill f8 , the gas bill ~l• .SO, milk ~2.30, groceries

$15, perishables bought at the !ll'ket t25 and the servant's wages t8 a month,
there was little left over for entertaining guests or for expensi ve amusements.
Thousands of families were in a conparable or worse position, since t,1600
was a handsome salary and placed a man well up in the ranks of government
service.

On the other hand, the man who earned f2()()') expected to give

occasional formal dinner parties canplete with soup, fish, game, roast,

8 Ibid., 22 Dec 82.
9 Ibid. , 29 Jun 83.
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savory and aopropriate wines with each course.10
Regardless of income, a good many people spent something on outdoor
diversion.

At~letjcs and organized sports took on some importance as

suburbs ate into the open country ;ind cut off city-dwellers from the fields

•

and streams that had once IIVlde hunting, fishing Md oicnicking universal
pastimes.

Bicycling on \-l!>shinl!,t,on's smooth asphalt pavements had an early

and long-lasting vogue, among women as well as men.

Bella Lockwood, the

first woman lawyer to be admitted to practice before the Supreme Court,
created a mild sensation in the early 188o•s when, with an unconcerned
showing of her bright red stockings, she pedalled down PPnnsylvania avenue
at ten miles an hour.

But more conservative ladies arrayed in elaborate

cycling costumes soon took up the sport.

In the nineties when smaller cir-

cumferenced wheels replaced the high front-wheeled models, a male dare-devil
made sporting history by riding do~m the long flight of stone steps from the
Capitol to the .Hall.

While boating on the "silvery Potomnc" lost none of

its aopeal, the Columbia Boat Club turned itself into the ftthletic Club in
1887 and, in addition to its hoathouse in Georgetown, ooened tennis courts,
a running track mrl a lacrosse field on J\.nalostan island.

Young ladies,

again in specially designed costume, occasionally played tennis or tried their
hands at archery, and old and young of both sexes joined in playing croquet.
After the commissioners opened a public bathing beach in 1891, swinrning in
the river drew thousands of people every summer.

Golf, necessarily a sport

lO f\tar, L Dec 8L; .!!•!:!• Register, 1886; Day Book of Carrie Angell
Collier, ms in oossession of the author. ~ee also Brownlow,! Passion !'.2!:
Politics, P• 3LO.
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confined to the well- to-do, became fashionable when links opened at the
country club in the late eighties. .Amateur football, however, awakened
more general enthusiasm.

Interest in professional sports divided almost

equally between baseball and prize fights until the National League cut its
teams down to eight in 1900, and the Senators, which for years had ended
the season at the bottom of the League, dropped out of sight. 11
Fortunately some forms of entertainment cost little or nothing beyond
the expense of suitable clothes.

Custom had not staled Washingtonian•s

pleasure in the Marine band concerts given on Saturday afternoons in the
White House grounds:
Then the lawn is filled with a well-dressed crowd as co!l!!lopolitan
as you will find anywhere and the big Marine Band, one of the best in
the world, clad in their flaming suits of red rnd gold, give forth the
finest music • • • • Pmong the crowd you will find the best dressed and
finest looking Negroes in the world; you may bump against a treasury
clerk or a cabinet officer, and you may discuss the toilet of Frau
Van Nirgends, the chief lady of:toreign legation, or of pretty little
peachy Ilise Smith whose father is a messenger in the Treasury, and
then the nature, the flowers, the trees and the long stretch of be1Utiful
scenery away on the Potomac beyond the big white monument make a com-:.
bination of which any country may be proud.12
Moreover, "the great stream of current political and governmental events
which makes Washington the news center of thie continent" included increasingly
elaborate inaugurations and special celebrations. For President Garfield's
inaugural parade grand stands for the first time lined the Avenue.

The newly

finished National .Museum, scene of the inaugural ball, resembled "a crystal.

11 Star, 30 May 79, 18 May Bo, 1, 26 Jan 1\9, 1 Jan 91,, 1 Jan 98, 2 Jan
99, 1 Jan 01, "Rambler," ?7 Mar 21; Clevel~d Leader, 11 Apr, 5 Se~ nu; Comrs
Rpt, 1899, p. 10, Ser 3930.
12 Cleveland Leader, 30 Seo 83.
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palace," its rotunda and dome sparkling with "the whiteness of electric
lights" while the rest of the buildi11; glowed with "the yellowness of the
thousands of

fl8S

burners. 1113 Four years later 1001 000 people reportedly

attended the ceremonial for the first De111ocratic President since Buchanan.
Brilliant warm sun gave rise to the expression "Cleveland weather."

Men

climbed to tile roof of the Capitol and into the lap of Horatio Greenough's
statue of Washington, and afterward, as a 25,0<n-man parade marched up the
Avenue, "even the flags and streamers seemed to be affected by the general
contagion which filled the air. 11 14 Still larger crowds welcomed the next
two Republican Presidents.

Although a downpour of col~ rain obliged President

Harrison to stand unner s dripoing umbrella as he gave his address, President
McKinley in 1897 had the "Cleveland weather" which a snow storm had denied
the Democrat at his second inaugurai. 15
The unveiling of statues of CiVil riar generals were also occasions
marked by colorful parades and only moderately long speeches.

The dedication

of the Washington Monument on February 21, 1885 was still more memorable, a
day for which old inhabitants had waited thirty-six years.

While childr en

skated on Babcock Pond to the north of the Monument, Senator John ShermanJs
opening announcement that men should keep their hats on during the formal
exercises drew cheers from shivering adults.

The bitter cold weather shortened

the ceremony and reduced the prayer of the rector of Christ Church to a mere

1 3 Ibid.,

-

4 DPC

fl2; Star, 211 Feb, 5 ~'.ar fll.

--

14 Cleveland Leeder, 4 Mer 85; Ster,
l5 Post, 9 Oct 89, 4 Mllr 97 •

4 Mar

85.
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t en minutes, hut that night fireworks mc1rte a aoectaculPr showing over the
snow-covered

ci t y.

t1or were ;ill celebrations goverl'l!llPnt..&ponsored 0
c1

fts Washington hecPl!le

"convention ci ty," Masons, Colored Odd Fellows and other national organiza-

tions meeting in the canital staged magnificent parades.16 The city herself
arranged an impressive display as a welcome to Alexander fhepherd in October
1887 when business brought him beck briefly from Mexico.

The demonstration

had curious over- tones and was partly a huge advertisement of the new glories
of "the city which he plucked from the mire and set as a jewel in the sight
of men 0 11 17 Of the hundreds of people who contributed, many had been sharply
critical of the Boss only fifteen years before, and though a few saw the "old
r i ng" and the "old subsidized press" behind the celebration, most of his
former enemies, their anger quenched by the prosperity of the immediate past,
now accepted fhepherd es a symbol of "the new Washington. 1118 Three stations
of fire works on Pennsylvania avenue provided brilliant illumination for the
hour-long evening parade.

The entire District militia turned out to march.

In the wake of "mounted rnershala with white seshes chi>rging about, 11 came some
five hundred workingmen in "overalls end muddy boots" reuresenting the street
department.

Two hundred men on bicycles rigged with wire frames on which

hund lighted Chinese lanterns formed another section of the procession. Every
section carried "transparencies" with inscriptions such es "Population 1871,

16 Post,

4,

9, 17 Oct 89.

17 St8r, 7 Oct 87.
18 Sentinel, 8 Oct 87, 25 Feb 88; Star, 10, 22 Sep 87.
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80,000; 1887, 250,000," or "hashington suggested; Congress sanctioned;
Shepherd made it." Whether or not onlookers endorsed those sentiments no
one could deny the splendor of the parade. 19 The city held another home-coming
celebration at the end of the Spanish- American war when the District regiment
returned from Cuba.

"Windows, doors, and sashes and even chimney tops were

decorated with nags and bunting," and people "went into hysterics," one man
observed, to give the troops a "reception that surpassed anything of a similar
character ever before known in the history of the District of Columbia. 1120
Two years later the city outdid herself in honor of her centennial.

Carefully planned in advance to be solemn rather than boisterous, the celebration combined customary features with innovl'tions.

In the parade from

the White House to the 6apitol the governor of Rhode Island and his staff
instead of dri~ing in open carriages behind stove-pipe hatted coachllen rode
in automobiles.

Following the formal procession came "a number of real

centennial-looking vehicles, manned by the inevitable darky, with 'Express
for llir.e• scrawled in white chalk over the sides of the forlorn wagons, and
in them the weary found repose for •Only 10 cents, lady.
cent'ry parade fo' 10 cents. 111

At, the Capitol, the

11

Come view de great

/lvenue entrance to the

/J,o~si/ gallery was lighted by a suspended device, bearing the words,
'Capital Celebration, 1900,' in blazing incandescent lamps.

Beneath this was

a mammoth American flag in colored lights, which was made by a mechanical

19 Star, 7 Oct 87.
20 nee, 15 Oct 98; Star, 2 Jan 99.
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device to pale and brighten, to give the flag the appearance of waving.n21
Official society still follcwed its long-established routine, but as
the widening of government service brought an increasingly diverse array of
talent to the capital, more taste and less show became the rule.

A good-

naturedly derisive definition of high society divided it into three, first
the official class, the President and executive officers, the Army, Navy and
Congress, "second the quasi- official class" and the diplomatic corps, and
"third the official class including residents of Washington, stranger s and
visitors."

In short, virtually any well-mannered white person in Washington

by meticulous observance of the"cast iron" rules about making calls, could
be a part of or hover on the fringes of Society. 22 Wealth was a boon but
not essential.

When H. A.

w.

Tabor, the Vermont stone-cutter who late in

life struck it rich in Colorado silver mining, came as a senator, his ostentatious spending made scant impression upon Washington.

President Arthur,

it is true, attended the wedding at the Willard Hotel when the Senator married
the blond little "Baby Doe," but the newspaper accounts, lihile playing up
the drama of Tabor's discarding a first wife in order to acquire a glamorous
young one, made abundantly clear that "HAW" wes unable to cut n swathe in
Washington.

Distinguished flll!lily connect;ons helped open doors, but distinc-

tion tended to rest upon post Civil-War achievement; and whereas a cabinet
officer took precedence over his chief clerk, a politician's social status,

21Post, 11, 12, 13 Dec 00.
22 Star, 13 Jan, 15 Dec 79, 12, 18 Nov 81, 16, ~, Feb, 15 Mar, 1L
Nov 82, 26 Jan 89; Cleveland Leader, 5 Sep 8L.
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particularly after the Civil ~ervice act and repeal of the last sections
of the Tenure of Office act cut in upon his patronage, might depend almost
as much on his wife's social skills as upon his own place in the governmental
hierarchy. 23
"~ociety women" remarked the acidulous Emily Briggs in 1881, "have
politiciens for hutJbands, but not all politicians have society wives." In
the course of the next twenty years, if the character of politicians did not
. change, at least their wives learned to conduct themselves in Washington with
more dignity than h~d hostesses of the flamboyant Grant era.

Non-alcoholic

state dinners di<l not endure after Mrs. Hayes left the White House, but heavy
drinking was less prevalent thereafter, an<l the quiet tastes of succeeding
first ladies more nearly set the tone of society th11n the ambitious Hrs.
Lincoln or the sedate Mrs. Grant had ever succeeded in doing.

The rise of

the United States to a position of a world power at the end of the SpanishAmerican war quickened awareness of the place of protocol in Washington
without entirely destroying adherence to a code of republican simplicity.
Guests at the "butterfly wedding" of a millionaire's daughter were delighted
with the beauty of the thousands of brilliantly colored tropical butterflies
released in the reception rooms but apparently regarded the perfomance as
an aesthetic gesture rather than a form of "conspicuous consumption" which
they must ape. 2h

2
3 Star, 31 Dec 8h, 16 Mar 85, 11 Dec 88; Sentinel, 6 Har 86, 29 DPc

88. See also Robert t:cF.lroy, Grover Clevel<?nd, the ~ 11nd the l'itatesm11n,
I, 16ll-83.

2h Olivia Letters, p. l.il3; Post, 1 J1,n 79, l? Oct no, 2, 3, 11 Mar 97;
Star, 9 !far ll2, 31 Dec Ali, 11 Dec ~ ? Jpn 99; Marian Gouverneur, As !
Remember, pp. 371•
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Old Washington fanilies had inclined to disassociate themselves from
the politicians who took over in the capital during the war and the post-war
era of vulgarity and intense partisanship,

Even their lines seoarating the

permanent resident from the temporary had not been drl'Wtl sharply,

In the

course of the succeeding fifteen to twenty ye~rs they faded out almost
entirely.

Indeed as the make-up of the Board of Trade indicates, the dedi-

cated Washingtonian of the 1880 1 s

,and

1890 1 s was as likely to be a native of

a northern state as of the District of Columbia9 and by 1900 whites in the
District who were born in Maryland and Virginia only barely outnumbered
natives of northern and western states,

(See Table III).

Before the end of

the century the new Washingtonian and the older alike joined with officials
:>nd foreign diplomPts in creating a cultivated society which Europeans found
as agreeable as Pmericans.

Georgetowners shared in it, but despite the

commissioners' decree that the older city was to have no official existence
separate from Washington's old Georgetown continued to feel herself somewhat
apart,

Yet the sense of dignified antiquity of ffl!lily was not a divisive

factor in the larger community and the residents of the city on one side of
Rock creek felt no resentment over the slight air of detachment of those on
the far side,

If Georgetowners spent their funday afternoons visiting with

each other instead of mi~ling with the elegant polyglot throng that strolled
along Connecticut avenue, Washingtonians nonetheless took satisfaction in the
cosmopolitan atmos?here of the capital.
Although the leisure necessary to pursue an active social career was
limited to people of lll?ans, many of the anenities of life in the capital were
open to everyone who wished to enjoy them, Walks along the tree-lined streets

TABLE I I!
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POPULATION OF THE DISTRICT OF OOLUMBIA, 1870-1900!/

1870
131,700

1880
177,624

1890
230,392

1900
278,718

WHITE
NATIVE
To D, C.
To Maryland
To Virginia
To North and West

88,278
72,107
38, 889
10,030
6,810
lu,865

118,006
101,026
55, 927
12,317
20,389

154,695
136,178
70,943
16,751
13,lcl
29,31'\4

191,532
172,012
83,546
21,555
18,778
37,885

FOREIGN-OORN
Ireland
Germany
United Kingdom

16,171
8,218
u,918
1,798

16,980
7,840

18,517
7,224

19,520
6,220
5,857
2,955

43,404
l3,4h8
11,720
16,785
516

59,596Y

15,512Y

24, 775
12,245
19,913
1,087

31,696
15,015
24,003
1,529

86,702
36,340
15,768
28,029
1,720

%Negro of total pop.

32.9

33.6

32.8

31.1

%foreign-born of total pop.

12.3

9.7

8.1

7.2

18. 3

J.L.3

11.9

10.2

46.3

47.4

45.9

43.6

31.0

41.6

41.9

41.9

67.2

54.1

51.9

so.a

%increase total pop. in 10 yrs. 75,4

34.87

29,71

21.0

% increase white pop. in 10 yrs. 40.1

33,7

31.1

23. 8

TOTAL

NEGRO

Native
Native
Native
Native

to
to
to
to

D. c.
Maryland
Virginia
North and West

9,096

5,055
2,200

5,778
2,777

%foreign-born whites of
white pop.
'/, whites native to D.C. of
total white pop.

%Negro native to D.C. of
total Negro pop.

%Negro native to Md. and
Va. of total Negro pop.

%increase Ne o o . in 10 s. 203.2
37,3
26.8
lL.7
1 9th Census, 1 70, Vol I, Population, pp: 1, 299, 32 - 2; 10th Census
1880, Vol I, Population, pp. 378, 426, 480-95, 54h; 11th Census, 1890,
Vol I, Population, Pt I, pp. 2-4, 395-400, 564-67, 576-79, 6o6-09; 12th
Census, 1900, Vol I, Population, Pt I, pp. 13, 496, 532, 576, 690-93,
702-05, 732- 35.
Negroes only; Census subtotals on nativity include 5 Indians in 1880 and
24h Chinese, Japanese and ciVilized in 1890.
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flanked by the long rows of red-brick pseudo-Queen Anne houses or, once the
new parks opened, drives through the woods bordering Rock creek and expeditions to the Zoo were simple pleasures that tte least educated person could
delight in.

And in a city where the level of education among adults was

high and the hours of work short, a large number of people made the most of
their unique opportunities.

Not only visit.ors but District residents took

interest in the additions to the Hall of St9tuary in the Capitol and the busts
of the Vice Presidents which began to adorn the Senate chamber after 1RR60
Within a decade of the opening of the Corcoran Gallery of trt, some 90,000
people were visiting it yearly.

~!hile lecturing in Washington in the mid-

eighties, Willillm Wetmore Story, the American e;qiatrinte who supposedly was
Hawthorne's original for the sculptor i n ~ Mar~le Fawn, remarked upon the
rapid improvement in Jmericans' aesthetic taste.

Yet had he lived till the

end of the century, Story might have shared the astonishment of the Corcoran
trustees at the iresults of an experiment in opening the gallery to the public
on Sunday:

a long queue of "wage-earners" formed at the entrance long before

the doors opened and few left before the closine hell sounded.

J.mong the

paintings "Charlotte Corday" commanded JTOst attention; of the sculpture,
Hi-rain Powers' "Greek Slave. 1125 Furthermor.e,the growing reputation of the
;;orcoran Art School attracted talented students to the city.
Although an occasional opera troupe or instrumental soloist included
Washington on tour, and chamber music was sometimes

P

feature of a particularly

25 Charles Fairman, ~ .!lE.2 Artists 'or the National Cll"lital, pp. 251 ff;
~ , ti Jan 19; Cleveland Leader, 23 Jan 81,; ~ , 1 Mar 97.
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elegant soiree, brass bands and choral societies still provided most of
Washington ' s music.

~everal Negro churches had trpined choruses of exceptional

quality whose performances attracted as many whites as colored people.

The

llarine Brod reached ni,w hei...-hte of popularity in 1890 when John Philip ~ousa
at a gathering of the Washingt,m i'uthors• Association on the Smithsonian
grounds conducted the first pr,rformance of the "Washington Post !larch" which
he had composed for the occa6ion.

Played with enormous success at the Chicago

World's Fair and later at E1,ropean courts and in the F2r East, the .Narch is
still a favorite today.
hall or opera house.

A~.l musicians fel t the lack of a suitable concert

J.s :·ecordings to play ppon an Edison phonograph were

.-

still an expensive novelij at the end of the 19th century, music occupi ed
a smaller place t han lil,erature in most households. 26
The newspapers v.ade much of t he city's literary l ights, perhaps partly
because a number of trem were newspaper correspondents.

Wi th the exception

of Frances Hodgson B•.rnett ' s, Little Lord Fauntleroy, John Hayes • The
Breadwinners and He·1ry Adams' Democracy, few of the novels, sketches and
verses tnrned out .n Washinpton during these years are rememhered today; and
of the weightier .orks those that are still in occa~ional use, like Nicolay
and Hayes' ~.!!!. Lincoln, Ezra Stevans, History of tre Underground Railroad,
and George Ban•,roft's works, survi ve as much because of their bibliographical
as for their literary value.

Nevertheless, as a correspondent observed in

l8fl4, "litei ature is fast becoming a feature of Washington life" to which

26 ~ . 15 Dec 79, 12 Apr 82; Clev~land Leader , 2 May 84; Post , 3
Nov 89, :, Mar 97; Washington ~ History, PP• 339-40. See also~ and
Times !!•,rald, 3 Jul 58.
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even congressmen contributed.

"Literary exercises" and readings were a

substantial part of the fare at social gatherings, whether of the Washington
Literary Society, the Unity Club, the Shakespeare Club or the "Circle des
Precieuses Ridicules. 1127
Newcomers were astonished nt the rrumber of l-/11shi~ton' s literary
women.

"Their nrune is legion," wrote "Carp".

noted, "is one of the lions of the capital. 11

Frances Hodgson Burnett, he
Though short, stout and "by m

means a Venus," Abigail Dodge, writing under the nen n11me of Gail Hamilton,
was scarce],y' less sought after, and far more becRUse of her wide],y' read
columns 11bout politics and ooliticians thPn because she was a sister-in-lsw
of James G. Blaine.

To younger contemporaries the tales of Hrs. Emmn D. r.. N.

Southworth had come to seem "wishy-washy", but they continued to sell and
kept the dumpy little widow within the ranks of Washington's acknowledged
literati. }#ary Clemmer Ames' sketches and stories, Emily Driggs' Olivia
Letters, Kate Field's witty pieces appearing under the t i t l e ~ Field ' s
Washington, and the writings of half a dozen other women commanded respect.
If the somewhat dictatorial Marie Vinton Dahlgren was more famous as a hostess
than as the biogranher of her Admiral husband, she was nevertheless a power
in cultivated society. Women artists also lent color to feminists' claims
that Washington wi,s "a special center for women."

Not all were as well known

as the sculptress Caroline Ransom whose busts of Vice President Giddings and

27 Helen Nicolay, Sixty Years 2f the Wi>shington Literary Society;
s ar, 8 J,m, 30 Jun Rl, 6 Feb, 12 /lpr, l N<2v /\2, 9 Jan, 27 Feb 83; 20 Jan,
ov 84; ~ . L Nov 89. See especially the list of "literary works in
progress," Cleveli,ncl Leader, J Mar 8h.
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~peaker of the House John Taylor still occuoy niches in the Capitol, or

PS

thP Foston-born nrusiciPn Mme. Lillie de Hegermann-Linc!ecrom whose exquisite
voice h~d won her acclaim both abroad and at home, but the grouo of dist inguished women was large. 28
The origim•tors of "Wimodsughsis, 11 the appalling name chosen to
represent the wives, mothers and dBughters who believed the "Dawn of Woman's
Era" at hand, were obviously feminists rather than artists, for the organization when launched in Wcishington in 1890 wcis dedicated to "the elevation
of women." The soeiety planned to open a building in which the National
Woman fuffrage Association could convene or the WCTU, the Red Cross under
Clara flarton, the \/omen's National Press Association, the Federation of
Womens Clubs or others 9

Women employed in government offices perhaps welcomed

the proposal, although the young and attractive undoubtedly preferred the
society of the bRchelors With whom their jobs or the "dairy lunches" brought
them in contact, cind

ropey

older women, like Virginia Grigsby' s mother with

or without her corsets at the Land Office, were too tired at the end of the
day's work to care about elevation.

The "career woman," in spite of Bella

Lockwood and the lady newspaper correspondents, was stil l a novelty, but
women of all sorts and kinds would lead a fuller life in Washington than in
almost any other Jlmerican city of the time. 29

28
Cleveland Leader, L Aug 83; The Literary Society, 1927, pp. 5-16;
Lillie de Hegermann-Lindecrom, Memoirs; CHS, Rec, nr,
; Wimodaughsis,
pamohlet in Bowen mss.
2
9 Ibid.; ltr, Susan Grigsby to Hart Grigsby, Se? 83, Gibson-Humphreys
mss, (SHC)-.-
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Among men it was oerh:ips i.he :;cientists and scholm-s above all who

found Washi~ton congeni:>l i>nd •rho
intellectual interests,

fl'

ded 110st to the variety of the city's

ft the Cosmos Club, in the ho,•se in which Dolly

..,.,dison spent her l:ist ye:,rs, nctables in a dozen fields met c:,sually or
i>t lectures given by one member or another, for the government still soonsored
much of J'merici>' s scienti fie ··esearch and brought to the ci>pital men as
reMarkable as a:arence King, hefld of the United ~tat.es Geolor,icPl ~urvey,
and Sartuel L;·.ngley of the f'mi thsonian.

King, an intimate of Henry .Adams

Pnd John H;y, "was possibly the best conversationalist in the country, a
scienti..- t., explorer, public servant, and private speculator as well as a
C'acon',eur and wit."

Larigley' s aeronautical experiments would end in disaster

in ~903 with the sinking of his flying boat in the Potomac, but in the 1890 1 s
h·:s research, while opening him to the ridicule of doubting Thomases, stirred
;he imagination of l)(IOple who followed his work carefully.30

New learned

societies and five unlversity faculties also broadened the city's scholarly
aura.

If public lectu~es were fewer than in the 1850 1 s and 186o's, and a

free onblic library was still an unrualized promise, Washinrton at the turn
of the century did not want for intellectual stimulus.

While she lacked the

swi.ft-mcvini excitements of a New York or a ChicaP,o, and ambitious young
men som-?tirres felt their husinesis opportunities limited, the slow pace of life
in ·t;he capital was one of her great attractions.

The white person who failed

to find rleasure in living in the Wasrington of 1901 was a rarity.31
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CHAPTER II
THE "SEAT OF ~IRE", 1800-1812

The Coming of Congress
Every free resirlent of the District of Columbia lonked forward to
17 November lROO, the date set for the first meeting of .::Ongress in the
•

new capital.

Six days before, voters of Washington journeyed to Bladens-

burg, Maryland, to cast their ballots in the national election. Polls in
George~'ll and Alexandria served the other two cities.

Evidently no one

allowed himself to think this the last time citizens of the District of
Columbia would vote for Presidential electors and representatives in
Col1f,ress,

When Congress convened, it might continue the existing arrange-

ment or might redefine the political status of local residents, but their
political stature, like their economic, should grow, not shrink, once
the "Grand .::Ouncil of the nation1t assembled in Washington.

Cheerfully

leading men in Washington, Georgetown and Alexandria prepared to welcome
the 106 representatives and 32 senators of the Sixth Congress. 1
Nothing went ;,s planned.

For l:>ck of a quorum Congress had to

postpone its opening till 2/November.
-

The much talked-of orocession of

citizens to the Capitol did l'M>t take place at all, partly because of
quarrels over who should he master of ceremonies, and partly because of a

1 National Intelligencer, 12 Nov 00 (hereafter cited as Intelligencer);
Washington Federalist, 16 Oct oo. Evidence about faith in the District's
political future is negative rather than positive, Before December 1800
nothing suggests anxiety lest Congress cancel local voting rights.

,
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three-inch snowfall the day before.

Mrs, Pdams reached Washington a

fortnight after the President but found most of the Executive .hansion
still unplastered, few furnishings in place, no bell pulls and a scarcity
of fire wood; she used the ceremonial East Room to hang the family washing
in.

Congr~ssmen complained of their ~ded lodgings and of the city's

inconveniences and dreary appearance.

Representative Griswold of Connec-

ticut called it "both melancholy and ludicrous ••• a city in ruins. 11 2
Repeated derogatory comment upon the new capital was not reassuring to
its inhabitants.

Only President Jldams' message on the state of the Union

seemed to hold out encouragement and endow Washington with dignity: "In
this city may ••• self-government which adorned the great character whose
name it bears he forever held in veneration,
"It is With you, gentlemen, to consider whether the local powers
over the District of Columbia vested by the Constitution in the Congress
of the United States, shall be immediately exercised, 11 3
The Question of Local Government
Congress chose to act promptly.

To wait would leave the decision

on the District government in the hands of the recently victorious

. ,,,,.,

~,;:--..,

~

-;;1,:,,_,

2 Washington Federalist, 16 Oct 00; Intelligencer, 21 Nov 00;
Osborne, "Removal of the Government," CHS Rec, III, 152~53; Letters of
t1 tgail Adams, pp. $82-85; J.C. Smith, Correspondence, pp. 6, lu7; ltr,
Richard Griswold to Mrs. Fanny Griswold 6 Dec 00; ltr, Albert Gallatin
l:.o his wife, 15 Jan 01, quoted in Jlllen C. Clark, Life ~ Letters of
Dolly hadison, p.
3 Annals, 6c, 2S, 22 Nov

oo,

p. 723.
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Republicans, opponPnts of s strong central ROVl'I'!lrl~nt; Federalists in the
Lame Duck session of 18()()-18ol had no ti~e to lose if they were to make

the federal caoitsl a bulwark of national power.

Yet the bill presented

to the House in D~cember had the support of some Republicans also, men who
considered the constitutional provision giving Congress exclusive legislative authority in the District a mandate they dared not ignore.

To

disregard it might reopen the t ~ question of the location of the
capital and prove endlessly costly to everyone.

Certainly that reasoning

would exolain the readiness of some residents to relinquish their political
rights in exchcnge for assurance that the capital would remain on the
Potomac.

But to other local citizens and to a number of Congressmen the

plan offered by a special committee of the House came as a shock,

'l'he

bill provided that the incumbents of state executive and judicial offices
within the District should continue in office until replaced by the
President with his own appointees; that the powers of all incorporated
bodies in the District, includinf, the corporations of Jlexandria and
Georgetown, remain unimpaired; and that the laws in force in Virginia on
1 Decemher 1800 become the legal code for the trans-Potomac part of the
District, Maryland laws of that date the code for the rest of the ten-mile
square. 4
Protests sounded from private citizens before the debate opened
in Congress.

The most vigorous attack appeared in a seriPs of articles

published in the National Intelligencer over the signature of "Epaminondas,"

4 Ibid.,

6C, 2S, pp. 731.
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the pen name of Augustus B. Woodward. Woodward, a Virginia-born lawyer,
a res ident of ambitious, politically liberal Alexandria from 1797 till he
moved to Washi ngt on in 1800, took exception to every section of the bill
and to one ser i ous omissi on.' He argued that the constitutional proVision
did not mean that Di strict citizens ceased to be a part of the people of
the United States entitled to the enjoyment of participation in their
own government• .Admitting a constitutional amendment necessary to permit
local citizens to vote for the President and Vice President, elect a
senator and, when the population had grown sufficiently,a representative,
he urged the propriety of enacting the amendment

RS

soon as oossible and

meanwhile of giving the "Territory of Columbia'' its own local, elected
legislature.
concerns.

"No policy can be worse than to mingle great and small

The latter become ahsorbed in the former; are neglected and

forgotten."
would concur.

A judgment in which later generations of District residents
"It will impair," he added, "the dignity of the national

legislative, executive, and judicial authorities to be occupied with all
the local concerns of the Territory of Columbia. 116 Woodward objected
also to establishing two different systems of legislation and jurisprudence
within the federal area and, prophetic of the complaints to be repeated
for the next hundred years, pointed to the handicaps of fastening upon a

5 Yuseum, 24 Dec 00, 12 Jan 01; Intelligencer, 24, 26, 29, 31 Dec
00; .Alexandria Pdvertiser, 6, 7, 9, 14 Jpn 01; Ch:>rli>s Moore,"ftugustus
Brevoort Woodward, Citizen of Two Cities," CHS Rec, IV, 114-18.
6 Intelligencer, 29 Dec 00.

. 25
new connnunity unrevised 18th-century state laws.

Finally,

11

Epaminondas"

rebuked the committee reporting the bill for failing to specify what part
of the exnenses of the District should he horne by the federal government
and what share by local ts.xm,yers.

"Is it that they /Jhe committee memberi/

imagine the affairs of this metropolis Will fall into order by the mere
diurnal and annual revolutions of the earth?

Or do they intend that the

resources of the Federal Government shall be lavished for the wants of
this favorite child, the door of its Treasury kept open and its every wish
gratified on request? • • •• We must consider••• that we are legislating for
posterity as well as for ourselves; and that the interest of millions
unborn is confided to our hands. 11 7
On the floor of the House of Representatives opposition to the bill
derived from several mutually conflicting objections:

the u.~suitability

of perpetuating state laws in an orea where, by the terms of the Constitution, Congress must be supreme; conversely, the desirability of continuing
the status quo, a workable ar rangement in the oast, needed no\lfto protect
citizens• political rir,hts and enti~ely pennissible since the Constitution
allowed, but did not require, Coneress to exercise its full authority; and,
third, the unrighteousness of reducing men "in the very heart of the
United States" to the oondition of subjects whose rulers would be "independent ond entirely above the control of the people." The House returned
the bill to connnittee. 8

7 Ibid., 31 Dec 00.

8 Annals, 6c, 2~, 31 Dec 00, pp. 868-73, 2 Jan 01, p. 874.
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Further conside~ation of the problem unhappily failed to bring
agreement either in Congress or among local residents.

A redrafted bill

provided, to he sure, for an elected territorial legislature hut vested in
it no authority to levy taxes and limited suffrage to owners of District
real estate.

The proposal plPased neither proponents of fuil.l political

riehts for 'the District nor the men anxious at all costs to enhBnce the
prestige and authority of the federal government.

Public meetings held

in Washington, Georgetown and Plexandria to crystalize public sentiment
merely revealed the cleavage of opinion between citizens who abhorred the
very thought of such restricted political status and the men who considered
federal assumption of government for the District their strongest economic
anchor to windward .

And as multiplying uncertainties about the political

fate of the District undermined confidence in its commercial future,
rifts appeared between the advocates of some early decision, no 'matter
what, and the people who preferred postponement to an unsatisfactory act
that might prove hard to undo.

When the congressional deb~te resumed in

February 1801, Representative William Craik of Maryland declared the
situation of residents "deplorable"; they did not know under what jurisdiction they cam,;, and "serious drubts exist with judicious men how far
the grants and acceptances of lands, or their paoers, afford them security
for value received."

F.xhortation, however, could not reconcile Conerees-

men's differences; the upshot was a stalemate.9

9 Ibid., 2,

!i J,'eb 01, pp. 991-lOOu; Intelligencer, 30 Jan, 6,
9 Feb 01; Alexandria Jldvertiser, 2, 19, 24, -26 l"eb, 2, 3, Ii, 11 Mar 01.
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As b March and the inauguration of a Republican President drew near,
the Federalists abandoned their efforts to present him with a fully organized1congressionally contr olled Distr ict government.
measure was possible:

Only one inadequate

in the very last days of the session the House

hastily accepted two Senate bills establishing a judiciary for the area.
The sets divided the territory into Washington County where Maryland law
should run and Jllexandris County across the Potomac where Virginia law
should apply.

A circuit court, consisting of a chief justice and two

associates, was to hold four sessions yearly in each county, and procedures in each were to oonform to the state I s .

Justices of the ~eace and

a marshal selected by the President coMpleted the judicial system.

So far

from unifying the federal District, the laws enacted fonnalized and
widened the split into two jurisdictions.lo
Economic Progress, 18ol-1802
While Federalists nursed their disappointment and Republican
partisans looked forward to having their own way in the 7th Congress,
people in the District faced the prospect of paying henvily for the delay.
Yet in the months following the March day when Thomas Jefferson walked frOJ11
his New Jersey avenue boarding-house to the Capitol to be sworn in as the
third President of the United States, Washington City began to taste a
little of the prosperity i nvestors had long anticipated.

10

Arudety lest

Annals, 6c, 2s, Appendix, 27 Feb, 3 Mar 01, pp. 1552-55, 156365; Walter S, Cox, "Efforts to Obtain a Code of Laws for the Distridt
of Columbia," in CHS Rec,III, 115-20.
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Congress vote to move to another locality subsided

as the feder61

Treasury poured money into completing public works-- furnishing the Executive Mansion, adding the "Oven") an elliptical chamber at, the south of the
Capitol for the teMporary accommodation of the House of Representatives,
construction of barracks for the Marine Corps anrl read:vinR the Nayy Yard
for outfitting shi~s.
away.

Surely nQ SPne nation would throw so much money

True, sale of oublic lots lagged; obliged to raise money to meet

payments due on the government's debt to Maryland, the commissioners held
two suctions during 1801 without netting for some of the land as much
the purchase price of 1791.

BB

But in spite of that ill omen and in spite

of renewal of the controversy about what was oublic, and what privat9i
property,ll business in Washinbrton quickened.

New dry goods, grocery, and

jewelry shops appeared>and house building went forward .

Additional

boarding-houses opened to compete with those on New Jersey avenue and with
Pontius D. Stella's hotel on ~apitol Square, Tunnicliffe 1 s Tavern on
Pennsylvania avenue and William •'Ne ale's near the "Seven Buildings."
To men who did not "think themselves above a mechanic, 11 Andrew MacDonald's
Mechanic's Hall of fered "several genteel rooms, with fireplaces" and a
ready su~ply of beer and ~orter.

Before the end of the year the city had

599 habitable houses 1 and rentals were bringing an annual 20 percent return
on the investment.

In September 1801 t he Intelligencer asserted "no town

i n the Union has advanced so rapidly. 1112

ll See Ch I, n 21.
12 Intelligencer, 15, 26 Dec 00, 7 Sep, 18, 21, 28 Dec 01, 21 Jul
6 Oct 02; ASP Mis, I, 219, 2L3, 25L, 256-57, 2~ - ~~rs• Proceedings, 27
May, 20 Jun 01, VI, 158, 175-77.
~
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In early 1802 when the Potomac :::Onrpany, after seventeen years of
work, completed the locks and canal around the Great Falls above Georgetown, extension of trade westward seemed to promise all three District
cities an unparalleled coM!1lercial growth--an endless succession of boats
and canal barges disgorging uo-conntry produce at the c:i. ties' wharves and,
as soon as further inrprovement of Potomac navigation permitted the hauling
of barges upstream, shipments of manufactured goods inland.

Anxious to

make the most of the new opportunities, Washingtonians petitioned Congress
to charter a company to dig a canal through the heart of the city from the
Tiber to the St . JS111es creek, a tributary to the Eastern Branch.

'l'he

scheme, which in 1792 the cO!lll'l1issioners had attempted but ab~ndoned for
want of money, would cut cartage costs in Washington; up-count,ry r,rain
and flour landed at wharves near the mouth of Tiber creek could move
cheaply across to the F..astern Branch )while cargoec from ocean-going
vessels docked below the Navy Yard could be transported inland without
risking the danger.:1 of sailing around Greenleaf's Point and beating
upstream against the force of the current.
independent of .Alexandria and Georgetwi-m.

Washington thus would be
Congress granted the charter,

authorizing lotteries to finance the undertaking, and stipulating only that
the company must have the canal in working order within five years.1 3
•

l3 Sanderlin, G111 r· National Project, µp . 22, 29, 34; Jl.nnals,
7C, 1S, 19 Jan 02, p. L26, l!IW a, I ' i t ~ ll Feb, 1 !fay 02, pp. 1300,
1351-55; "Thomas Law, 0bser\'ations on the Intended Canal in WashiDgton
City," CHS Rec, VIIl, 164; />.SP, Mis,; I, 258-59.
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Questions 2f Local Government Again
However encouraged by the upswing in business, citizens of the
capital knew their future must remain precarious as long as the political
relationship of community and federal government was unsettled.

Alexan-

dria and Georgetown were also uneasy, although most of their local politi~
cal rights were still theirs .
further temporizing.

Congress, in turn, saw the drawbacks of

But in the early months of 1802 revival of the

proposal for a single territorial goverl1l1!ent with an appointed governor
and an elected legislature again showed the lack of unanimity among
private citizens and the Ul'lWholesome rivalries between the three cities.
Alexandrians not only protested over "taxation without representation,"
and over having Alexandria 8ounty play second fiddle to Washington County
but objected to any consolidation:

"The inhabitants of the two divisions

have been long under the influence of different systems of laws, paying
allegiance to different authorities ••• and competitors in commerce. 11 So
great was the diversity of views between Georgetown, Jllexandria and
Washington "that no subordinate legislature can be expected to give general
satisfaction." At that moment Washingtonians petitioned for a municipal
charter which would put them on an equal footing with residents of the
other two cities. 14

ft

third municipal corporation in the ten-mile square

would not resolve the fundamental problem of District representation in

14 Intelligencer, 22 Jan, 5, 16 Feb, 3, 24 Xar,

1c, lS, 26 Jan 02, P• 463.

,30 Apr 02; Annals,

31
Congress and local voting for President and Vice President, but a municipal charter wuld lighten some of the congressional tasks.

Congress

aoceded to Washington I s plea on 3 l'iay 1802.
The act of incorporation granted a two-year charter,
was yearly "to appoint a mayor who must he a local resident.

The President
The mayor

was to have a veto over the acts of the elected city couneil, though a
majority in the upper chamber might override the veto.

Free white male

taxpayers who had resided in the city for a year might elect annually a
twelve-man common council, four members from each of the tln'ee wards into
which t.~e city was div:i.ded; the council was to choose five men to serve
as an upper house.

The suffrage restrictions met no opposition even from

Congressmen who had spoken passionately against "enslaving" the District.
The council was to provide for supoort of the poor, see to repair of the
streets, build bridges, safeguard health and abPte nuisances, regulate
licenses, establish fire wards and night ,olice patrols, and might levy
a small tax on real estate.

On the other hand, justices of the peace,

appointed by the President, were to assess the taxes, a superintendent,
also chosen by the President, was to replace the former commissioners,
and control of the militia was vested in the President.

The federal

government thus held tm reins; elected officials had duties but little
authority.

Still a limited charter was better than nothing, and citizens

felt e;ratified.

On 2 June 1802 President Jefferson apoointed Robert Brent

mayor and Thomas Munroe superintendent,

Elections held soon after made the

municipaJ.ity a functioning entity. 15

lS Annals, 7C, 1s, ...f'May 02, Appendix, 1374-f ?'; Intelligencer,

Ii Jun 02.
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The new city charter, however, provided onzy part of what Washingtonians hoped for and benefitted the rest of the District not at all.
Some people wanted manhood suffrage, election of both council chambers
and the ri~ht to open public schools. 16 Within seven months of electing
a city council, property-owners in the capital, joined by residents of
Washington County, formulated another petition asking Congress to establish a territory of Columbia which would restore to them a voice in
national affairs.

Again Alexandria, in belief that she would lose more

than she gained, took exception to the proposal.

At that point Represen-

tative John Bacon of Massachusetts suggested retroceding the two segments
of the Di strict back to l-laryland and Virginia.

That plan in one fonn or

another occupied the attention of Corgress at intervals over the next
four years, while the people most directly concerned watched the disrupting effects upon the District's economy.

But important principles and

private interests were both at stake, and no one on the Hill was willing
to dismiss either lightly. The arguments favoring retrocession were twofold:

it would restore to locel citizens their rights as free men and

save Congress the time and annoyance of handling purely local problems.
The opposition pointed to the binding character of th~ constitutional
provision, the adv~ntages for the area of beneficent federal rule and
citizens' avowed preferences for it.

Behind the eloquent words of both

attackers and defenders lay implicit the thought that retrocession was but
a first step on a course that would end in moving the capital northward.

16

Intelligencer, 12 May 02, 24 Dec 04, J.6 Oct 07.
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In February 1803 the House defeated the Bacon resolution.

A year

later a modified retrocession bill leaving only Washineton ::::ity under
congressional control passed the House, 40 to 28; lack of a quorum invalidated the vote.

District citizens had to rest content With renewal of the

three city charters with wider corporate powers.

The fight to return all

the District outside Washington to state jurisdiction resumed in lROS,
but protracted debate cgain failed to carry the measure.

Local proponents

tried another petition in 1806, while John S!nilie of Pennsylvania, indefatigable advocate of their untrammeled political rights, introduced
still another retrocession bill,

His associates shelved it.

When the

question of the status of the capital next came before Congress, emphasis
had shifted.

To the horror of Washingtonians, in 1808 the debate revolved

solely upon the desirability of transferring the government to PhiladelphiA.
Washington, Conpressmen declared, would never become a metropolis; living
costs were excessive, inconveniences numberless and the "debasement" of
citizens willing to sacrifice their political freedom for pecuniary gain
left them with no claim to consideration.

Washington breathed easier when

the discussion ranged eo far afield that the House dropped the subject
altogether. 17

17
lli.9.., 10 Jan, 23 May 03, 27 Feb 04,
Advertiser, 20 Jan 03; Annals, 7C, 2S, 27 Jcn,
493-506, iC, 1S, 17 Mar 04, pp . 1199-1200, 8C,
877-81, 9C, 1s, 12 Feb, 4 Mar, 06, pp. 457-58,
Feb 08, pp. 1565-80, 1583-96.

8 Jan 08; Alexandria
9 Feb 03, pp. L26-27,
2S, 8, 9 Jan 05, pp.
532, lOC, 1s, 2- 6, 8-9,
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Whether, in the interest of reclaiming full political rights, any
the
Washingtonian had ever stood ready to risk loss of/capital is doubtful.
Men had invested in property in the city because here was to be the seat
of government,

Stripped of thet privilege, Washington would wither, unable

to compete With the older, better established Potomac ports.

Removal of

the capital might cost Alexandria and Georgetown something also, but
neither city would face obliteration,

J\lexandria, on the contrary, would

soon seek to cut her ties to the federal povernment, and Georgetown would
unsuccessfully try to return to Maryland,
toy with such schemes.

Washington could not afford to

J\larmed by the talk of removing the caoital, her

citizens for some years after 18o6 foreswore their campaign to get a
voice in national affairs.

ftt

the dinner celebrating Captain Meriwether

tg't::a

Lewis's safe return from his 4oo2'mile journey
bi l •••a s of the
~ ,,.,..., -i;; ~ ..,_,,...,,,.."-'--' ,p,e,. .
Missouri-I one of the twenty-seven toasts offered was to the District of
ColUJ11bia!

"Unrepresented in the national councils, may she never experience

the want of national patron:ige."
had to suffice.

For the time being,such subtle reminders

Regretfully or willingly WashingtoniRns accepted federal

domination and the advantages and handicaps attendant.

Taxpayers welcomed

the degree of self- government the city charter bestowed and rejoiced at
getting more:

by a new charter of 1804 the privilege of opening public

schools and of electing members of both conncil chambers, and by an amendment of 1812 the right to have the councils choose the mayor.

guffrage,to

be sure, was still limited to property-owners, but that restriction obtained
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also in most states of the Union.18
Economic Growth, 1802-1812
If Oliver Wolcott correctly described Washingtonians of 1800 as liVing
"by eating each other," in time a certain rrumber obviously found other
means of survival,

Yet to reconstruct the pattern of every-day life in

the District of the early 19th century is, as de Tocqueville prophesied in
the 18JO's, "more difficult, .• than it is to find remains of the adminia;',./~~ ,-(.:...., ~ - ' - ,4,,

~ r/4 /~ ,. ,y:.

trat ion of France in the Middle Ages. ';,f 11aterial progress was never °r.r",

,# <>

r- -<Y,,

~ /J/1> a....,(..

constant.

f

'44,,-;-t·

Ups followed downs with some regularity, affected in part by ?'4.,.,"

,47;;' ~.u'"'-<-L,P~-o

the insecurity born of congressional flirtations with notions of moving

the capital, in part by the cut-throat competition.between the District's ..,.,,(...,,,1.,-z;/k.t""_,~
three cities, and in part by business fluctuations in the rest of the
/"• ..~ ~

country.l9

(l-;f

But in spite of reverses, residents clung to belief that once r=--;:.

C". '

.....,rv

u,,'~~.....-v

"' -t-~-,,;z;r;:

investment capital flowed into the area the Potomac region would turn

~/[ffi-,,et~o/A··•I>
~'

into the principal commercial iind industrial center of the United States.c
The federal goverruoont would attract the necessary funds, and native

~...,.--..

~ ,,c.,,,__,,_,
~o/~

resources would thereafter produce the miracle,

r-...;

In a period before men understood the perils of navigating the

r~.T.(w a. -

,-,,:=~

::!~

1' ~ ;;, ✓-/4 ,r,.,,,,
The riches of the /•"'£op, ,;:r

upper Potomac or the full difficulty of developing manufactures, that
faith appeared better founded than it would look later.

I"~~

1

~ 4"'

18 Intelligencer, 2h Dec 02, 23 May 03, 16 Jan 07; Annals, 7C, 2S, W"'~ ~
28 Jan 03, p. Lal!l, Re, lS, 2L Feb OL, p. 1?58, 6C, 2S, 3 Mar 05, pp.
.......,-/<4...-G.
1686-90, Pctj Men, HR J.2ft-Fl.t. 7, 13 Df'<: 11. 72,f;t'P~¾' :f )Af ¢:C:
,/-/✓• - ·~a,-~-1
~ &,.•
L :Jt ~ , (s
~ /,T/-.7,2. ,fff~ ,,,,
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.,_,:, ,
.,
< m:,-<,, I; j/.PJ:.
..r-.,_ ..:.., """4v l9 Cl.ark, Greenleaf !!lli! ~. p. 181. ,,
.1""/4t<-<.. ~ ~w.
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Washington

Georeetow

County

Total

%white

children in
publ School of total
white children

26.

16. 8

23, 8

24. 9

28, 7

37, 24

33. 9

29. 9

%Negro

children in
pub school of total
Negro children

Teachers, white pub
schools

89

8

8

105

Teachers, negro pub
schools

49

8

7

64

%illiteracy

mong
whites over 20 yrs.

2. 66

%illiteracy

omong
Negroes over 20 yrs,

L5, 7 >i

Georgeto1-m :immediately paid over to the colored schools their share of
the funds, while Washington paid eventually, 38
Of the

~

facts the special census brought to light perhaps

none was more surprising than the evidence that a larger percenta~e of
colored children than of white were attending the pµblic schools.
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~

of the newcomera~ntrabands from Southern states where law forbade the
~

education of slaves ,

Yet iAeteee ef 7> to 80 percent illiteracy., twe

3B Journal 66th Council, 1 Feb 69, p . 543, 8 Feb 69, PP• 558-6o,
15 Yar 69, p . 629; s Fx Doc 20, 41C, 3S, 31 Dec 70, pp, h- 5, Ser 1440;
4th ~pt F , B,, 10 Oct 68, p . 10, in .£2.S!. Relating to Freedmen (Howard

Univ •
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For t ~ extraordinary aol:ii>1eme1~ the Freedmen I s Aid societies

• £tier bl'le well 01d:3'

and the federal Freedmen' s Bureau could claim most of t he credit; they
had supplied most of the teachers and kept interest in the school crusade
alive in t he North.

By January 1866, a hundred men and women were

teaching about 5600 colored children in fif'ty- four day schools, twentyfive Sabbath schools had enrolled over 2300 pupils, and another 500
pupils were attending the "eight or ten self- supporting schools taught
by colored teachers. "

Six months l ater the Freedmen's Bureau reported

10, 000 Negroes receiving some instruction. 39
But af'ter 1868, when all but one group of Northern philanthropists

withdrew their aid, the program bogged down.

.About 3, 000 colored children

regullarly attended the public sdlools in Washington end Georgetown, but
there were no longer adult classes and only sixty- six classes for children
in the entire District .

Trustees and superintendents had to contend

not only with restricted budgets, inadequate equipment and the reluctance
of white people to have Negro schoolhouses built in their neighborhoods,
.,~_l-~ w',·H,
but.(aiso se~ietiimff uncooperative •!egro parents, incompetent, badly
trained Negro teachers and bored, undisciplined children .

George F. Cook ,

the first Negro to be made colored school superintendent, took charge in
year
1868. That/the Secretary of the I nterior appointed a Negro to the board

39 S Ex Doc 56, 40C, 3S, 3 Mar 69, Ser 1360; Williston Lofton,
"The Development of Public Education for Negroes in Washington, D. C.,
a Stucy of Separate but Equal Accomodations, 11 pp. 143- 44 (Ms Dissertation, A!mrican Univ) .
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of trustees and in 1870 a second.
despaired.

ilhite or black, the trustees all but

Tardiness was nearly universal, per haps because most colored

f81'1ili es had no way of telling time.
nothing beyond the ABC's.
percent of em'ollment .

Pupils in private schools l earned

Public school attendance aver aged only 84

Worst of all, though attendance was compulsory

in 1870 the Negro schools were reaching few more than a third of the
colored chil dren of school age . 40
The Upper Class Negro Community
Since putlic schools for col ored children were an i nnovation in
the Distri ct of the 186o 1 s, Negro leaders, anticipating trouble in mixed
schools, at first made no move for integration.

They welcomed t he

founding of Howard University in 1866, the first south of t he 1-lason- Dixon
line to be expressly dedicated to bi- r acial education, but, though Congress
made an annual appropr iation, the college was only a quasi- public instit ution, dependent in part on students' f ees end on the gi fts of its
founders, General O. C. Howard, head of the Freedmen' s Bure au, and some
of his friends,

Colored people well knew that Howard University, landmark

in Negro education though it was, would be unlikely to open t he way to
mixed primary and gra:iunar schools in the District. 41 In Congress plans
for mixed schools were in t he making s ome t ime before Negroes voiced
their interest publicly.

The men prepar ing the special census report of

40 S Ex Doc 20 , 41C, JS, 31 Dec 70, PP• 1-18, Ser 1440; S Rpt
453, 4J C, lS, 29 Jul 73, p . 545, Ser 1590.

41 Pbstract of Circular Rel ative to Howard University, 1867 ,
RGl 05, 222, #20, Appendix F; ~ Globe, 39C, 2S, App, 2 Mar 67, p. 1992,

MUNIClPAL HOUSEKEEPING ~F-THE--COMMlSSIONERS, 187~-1901
1
In the late 19th century, as today, few people found anything intrinsically interesting in problems of sewage disposal, the water supply, street
lighting and pavi~ and the host of other matters upon which orderly l agreeable
city living depend.

'l'hen;-as-now, ~itizens were concerned only when expected

services were wanting or when the costs of providing them seemed to put an
~

excessive burden on taxpayers.
r

n

In 1871, in spite of( efforts of the defunct

Board of Public Works }to.-1110del'nize-the ctty, large areas of Washington still
lacked sanitary facilities and conveniences which under the pressures of
population growth rapidly became virtual necessities.

That two decades of
I 't;_-v. ~r"' _., ..t. ....,,
constructive work at the end of the 19th century enabled Washingtonians largely
to dismiss from then- mind~ foP-the-next-forty...ye-ars troublesome and dreary
ail!li details of municipal housekeeping warrants an account of how District

officials with congressional support brought the changes about5 Nor can
intangibles be ignored.

P,~
'l'lfe(t!f-?-ciency of-the polic~force, the regulation
)

of privately-owned public utilities, consideration of urban aesthetics, the
quality of education provided by the school syst~ and always the nature
and incidence of taxation were questions of vital iJllportance to the city's
future.

'l'he-story;-1:bo-ring- t.o people not concerned with similar problems,

klJ

perhaps takes on some-±nt'erest-becaua., unlike other American cities, Washington
had to work out her plans without benefit of or direct interference from a
local electorate.

\
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THE OO!'i'l'II.SS!ONERS, 18{/,- 1901

The civilian commissioner s of tJl~ District between 187, and 1901 wer e

c~ ~ ~

on the whole more capable -(than the politicians who /tr eceded them • .e:tnc~
.the--QrgAJli c Act- speci-fied that they...,.115-~e Eons

-

'

.

~ residents

of

~~ J

It; th~ were' f~liar with t he local s cene, and (the tacit under standing
~
~
a..f t .... r,..,
) tfr.-._~,-.~ l-

6±et1rf

t hat ( appo~nteef ~ to be dJ awn 1'15ffi;"botl')lna~litical 1rnrtiee-ensured

~ ~ " \ tt ~,
aw, an

Jlmocl";tll

al~iottglt

tl! ;fi'erence - - i : r e ~ ~'

outriph"t~an-wae-sli ght - Four of the fourteen men

heJ.4--effi-ce--urt<ler <trover C l e vel!!l_d as well as under a Republican Presid nt,
o,y f--.....,.;, c'.)v ~~ u,,.,1 ' QA ~ ~ P , ~4.I
l'
'1oss/ served from 1890 till his death i n 190?, 1 tx&;pt, Im.rs , 11 f~x1110 1

J.
f ~ John
-

1 -

-

ro1:.,88eor-of-1Awe_Qeor·Pt

s I! 11, ri t ,, 0

,

s1ye f
and the journalist He ~ Mecf arlan~

,none of the commissi oner s oossessed ~ t personal distincti on,

Lawyer &~

real estate dealers ,an~ merchents with wide-ranginr int~rests in the community, r
,
µ,.. , l o.1.J ~ ff~ ~
they represented Waehi npt qn' s top busineae stratUM) lwery,- m~POMtte
~

~

-# ,t1.clJ. I

I

afte r the Board of Tr!lde} oo gmtiJt'·di.'" a~ ~. ..1ber1of that- body, and all but Ross
~
t'
~ ~<
llnd-Maci'llxland-w:~irectors for a time. Blind as 1110s t:,.r:;;~ , ere to the
problem of the little fellow, in their official acts they f ollowed the line
they thought Congress expected of t hem.

A s tory published .fifteen years,

after the rumored event tol d of a Cleveland nominee to th11 evf!lh!i:sai,m who
l ost the appointment by re fusing to promise to keep hands of f certain power ful
interests,

But the charges of self- seeking or negligence which citizens

occasionally levelled at one or another of the District conunissione rs rarely
stucktJ"

"s public serv;,nts they r anked high in an era when municipal

't,l

offici2ls in America were by nnd large an unsavory lot.
It'

2€ ~-/ ,,.~~

1 E. g ., Sentinel, 20 Jan 83, ~ 5 , ~ 6ct, 6, 27 Nov 86, 2 Mar 89,
22 Nov 90; Bee, 19, 26 Jul 8u; Star, J Mw BJ, 22 Sep 87 , 9 Jan 89; ptn, S,OAJl2 , fl Qct ~hronicle, 7 Seo 90, 5 r>eb -93, 13, 20 l'lar 97 ; ltr, He nry Himber
to S . J . Bowen,
Jun 60, and ZalJ,,on Richards to Bowen, 2 Jul 81, nowen mes;
Siddons, "Munioip :il Condi ti on, " Third Ntl Conference for Good Git* Govt., pp.
365! 1 369. ~ also Louis Brownlow, ~ Pass ion for Anonyrnity~ J f • - lO; Jl,,_JI'.
Woomy~"The Pl underer s of Wnshingt<'n," 'Pearson!!_ ~,api,,zine ,
/~
6::> 6. \"11 li!elow -ch-.
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was in a
somewh11t different position.

He was usually a newcomer ill-versed in the

District's problems and, hecause his t our of duty was brief, he had little
time to learn t he j ob; in twenty years ten different officer s hel d it,

~

Washingtonians \tool1 excep bion llv what of ten seemed to be mili tary highhandedness in the engineer' s of f i ce.

Since he had charge of all contr~c t s

for public works, he commanded consider abl e patronage and could exer cise an
arbitrary authority,
lM!fflleS S

in directing

"K>mi cipn1

~ r Lydecker ' s incompetence ~M--GM'e•
vg;pk;,,an

the extensi on of the aqueduct cost t axpayers

lleusek:eeping Problems

Past disasters had bred wariness i n ~ dents df-the' District
:Cv.l.nese for 1'ederal sharing of expenses did not eutomaticru.ly breed confidence
i'n t he new administrators':" ftlthough t he Or ganic Act provided safeguards

~

egainst i rresponsible spending, t ~aye;s duri~ ~ost of the 1880' s
' t.:.,-..::t ...J,.'f.f~
the oommissioners ' every(move" · ~stf,rlJ:~ • ..:.if·Jone expected a new form

of municipal houseteeping, and

,of government to r esolve t he-

of maki ng a new system wor k,

i ~ some m±stakes

at 'l effl lack o~ blic vigilance should not contribute to the errors,

Com-

plaints sounded every year about inequities in property assessments and the
incidence of taxes, about the police/ department, about the inadequacies of the

,

water suppl y and the s ewer age system, /

out favoriti sm shown f as hionable

Northwest st the expense of East __________________'?

111.flr
~

•

- rn 1879 the fi nanc ia 1 tangle 1 eft by the Board of Public

Works was still a legacy of trouble.

The new commlssioners

balked at imposing tax liens on property for asse s sments improperl y l evied

tr1.

a,l'\d

not paid because the otlreet improvements

had never been made; adjust ments cost the District about
$2 , 000 , 000 .

But delinquence on all taxes cont1nued . Citizens

objected to the persona 1 property tax and even more strongly
to the haphazard me thods of assess1 ng r e al estate and handling
appeals .

Three-year intervals between appraisals piled up

inequities of valuation in

ff#

I

rapldly g rowing commun 1 ty and

fostered the rlse of :i'movement.aev-oeetl--ng Henry Geor ge ' s
~

le ta.i\

The comm1ssloners themselves thought taxes on

improvements encouraged speculation in real estate/and believed the personal property tax too easj ly evaded to be use~. /Seti ~ • ,..i ~•\A.~•"
fUl . -Bl:trl~J.-early -TI"!.n:6-Ue-a a c-om.'Tlit~e~--oi'-.C,e,ngress scru,
~ ~ . l ~ .:.4,.' ,.J. , - . . 0 - ~ 4 vL.J ,
tt.n4--ze4 1t he local tax laws, ~us~-erop- the-pe-r--sonal
•
on--o f the
pr-.operty'-tax 044 not prevent careful considerat~
--1".I
slngl.e. tax on land .

A~epo:otc of 1892 , htghly crit1cal of the

as ae s s0P-~s+1 - , ,

and arbitrary pro~edures , Tevealed strong

stngle tax l..eanlngs-:
VJ,1nci7 land values are 1ncreas1ng at an enormous rate - -

1

on a conservat i ve estimate to the amount of $ 40, 000, 000 annually • • • - - the assessment of bu'ld ing s and the under- assessment of l and is operating to discourage greatly the growth
and improvement of t h e capital •• ••

[oi/a

fair assessment

of land a lone i t would be easy to obtain by a tax rate less
'han one-half of the pr e sent all the revenue required for the
/

,

557

In 1137' the finrncial t:mgl e l eft by the Bom"d of Public Work11 woe
still a legacy of t r otible.

The new oolll!ld.soi oners balked at iq)osing tax

liens on property for ~e&er.111':~nta 1Jimropgrly lev1od ~nd not pllid because t he
street impr oveir.ente had never been m~de J adjustnents cost tho t istrict about
~2, 000, 0"0.\ But del 1nquence on all t"Xf'S continued.

Ci tizens objected t o

the personal proper ty true and wven ~ore stroogly to the haphazard methods ot
assessing real estate and hendling Qp'le&ls.

'l'hreo-ye;:r intervals between

appraisals piled uo inequities of valuati on in a r apidly

r-roWing

colT!."11lnit:y

and fostered the rise of a roveincnt advocat ing P.enry George 's single

,Jr

t,px.

The C01Ti s11ioners the11selve11 thoueht taxes on imrowrente enooursgf'd specu-

l ati on in renl. estate) and b('lieved the personal property tax ltltjust 4Ud too
easily ev11ded to be useful.I

ruring the early nineties a cOl!llli.ttee of

Congress scrutinized the local tax l ~ws.

Ref usal to drop the personal

property tax did not prevent careful considerat ion of the single tax on
land.

A report of 1892, kn highly critical of tho aseeesors ' secretive and

arbit rary procedu ~11, reve11le~ atronp single tu leanins111

~ H ~i s<.Doo 15, J:5C, JS, 16 Jan 79, Ser 1861; S"ffi.5' oe--32, I~, -38, P+.t-, ~3/" ,
l S Jan 79-, Ber 18J3t {:emra Rpt, %682, P• l l r ,~ 21 J J Ff ~lie Iloc 39, h6c, 1., ~ ,
2s , 2-MM" -&3, po. lJ, 90-97, Ser 1931; n Mis Doc ll, h6C, JS, }5-f'cl,,43-1, rer ~
19e1(l~
u7~ 1s , ~.,r:317-:.-,..+, 5352- ,Ii, tac, 2s, i t fm 89, PP• Ji-82,
r'r r 1
3698; Star, 2 Jun; ~ ·,

~

,.:./,.

)/'

-v""-

.];J,c.J,'J, 22 Mar Po, 4 /lug 88 "un Chronttlle, 11 Jan 8o,
""nt il'V'l1
. e.l', 25' M
ey flQ; ~ec 1 lt7~- L'¾ 20 "'eb P2 , n • 1311='?.t; ptm,,
! 46A- f.l , 8 Y-,,rJ.f'O nn:i rlozens of simi l :ir ptns to evory Co!llreso dur 1nr the
188o 1 s .
~
Cor.irs Rpts, 1P'f9, p . Ii, Set' l'jl3, 1881, pp. L-6, So 2-"f?J:, 1AB2, Pf.
@ ! 17.
1
~, ~•" 2163', l BRJ, p . S, fl1>r 21?), lf>f:7, p . 9 , Ser :>Sl:f7 • 1890, op. l·l - L2;
" r 2Flie.
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I

/pinc,j/ llllld valuoa

inoreal!!ng at tn enor111ouo r ate- on a oonsorr~o,000,000 annually • •• --the asressnent of build~a and t he un-16r - asseosr-:ont of lan :.I ill opernting to
diacour~ge greatly t he growth ond imorovon-.ont of the capital. • • •
f!5i/ a fair asecsir.ent of land alone it woul d be easy to obtain by a
tu r ate leas thM one- half of the present all the revenue required f or
the needs of the D1str-ct. 11
Ql'8

vati~e eatiln~te t o the 1m1ount of

The f 1ndil']ie showed bueir.(168 property

l>B"C&sed

frequently et lose thon 1h

percent its t rue value md l1md held for apeoul c.tion at leas than 10 percent,
\/h1l e residontiol proport y "eGpecially where tho mall hones ~ e situ?ted,
is asoesood at f r 0111 70 to 80 percent of its truo value • .J fleluctantly
~~ • ,I

Brai nrrd Warner end other real estate de alers ~ i ,, ied. +.o the validity
of t hose data, but at the laet 1iinute the ootll!litteo shied ovay from tdl oey
radical innovation.

I n 1894 a now l aw fa'r gely drai'ted\ by Warner nnd hia

..µ,,,:.,

aeaoci,.,tes merely required aeseooora m d {neai st ant18tt1llllffNlit'li to conduct

,.

?J H Rpt lh69,

, 20, 18, elt"'Msr9-2, PP• 1-L, 10, fer 3046)
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open hearings on compl aints, to revise and equalize existing real estate
valuations~and to systematize future assessments.
disappeared thereafter.

The most glaring ineli\lities

"Yet, as nearly every resident of the city of

Washington is a single taxer," a congressman remarked at the end of the
century, a tax on land alone would have better satisfied most of the local
public)
I-n-4;.he•111eMtim@ "1,he $1, 214, 000 paid, into the sinking fund anmJ.ally; 1~
steadily pared down the District ' s long- term debt .

1

As interest payments

shrank and monies for reduction of the principal and for building uo the
fi r e and police department pension funds dropped from 35. 26 to _}5. 26 percent
of the over- all budget, taxpayers felt easier .

(See Table II) .

They were

dismayed at several congressional departures from the «t'a1f and half principleJ;'il'I meebing Die11rie1l---e~nee&, first in 1891 when the appropriation
t

act cha'ttged the District with the full $3000 cost of opening a public
~

bathing beach, and then over the next six years by refusals to share some

4''.,_

I,'/,.__,

....,.j ~

$357,000 of costs for oav'.IAAl'e ~i tems .

But these exceptions wer e disturbing

v3

c~iefly as warnings of restiveness in Congress over the 1878 commitment:

)

Citizens' determination to let no extr avagance provide Congress with
')ll~pretext for full repudiation of the financial arrangement probably stifled many

,JP

~

/

I f?.

S Bill, 2046, 53C, 2S, Feb i.i9ll (mf, L. C. ); Star, 1 Jan;.15; Rec,
56c, 2S, v i'eb ei , Apo, p. 181; S Doc 351, 57C, 1S, 9-M9cy-02, Sef 424~.......
)"An3\Rpt

~ ~f k,

1897 , op . 62- 63.
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complaints but did not shut off criticism- of the police.

Although the

murderous shooting of President Garfield in the summer of 1881 called congressional attention to the need of a larger police force, for years the
apPropriation P61'l 8illed ab e figu~c time irecluded engaging more patrolmen.

,,..,_.

(See Table II).

lv.f

Mani.fcsbl.}17:°wo humred 11'.en, Mi ~ eel. of them on duty at any

•
one time, ~iere too few; t1'le/ 365 1ml ten years later)were still not-enough
for

so spread-out a City.

In actuality, in relation to ·bhc- 'im::reasc ih !;he

.li:i.e~xic~ J>Opulation, neither violent crime nor less serious law-breaking

was as frequent in the L~ht.ies and nineties as in the f-"iftie s and the Civil
War era, but charges of poL'l.ce corruption) and alternately -p0llec laxity or
brutality/ filled the newspapers until the replacement of venal officers and
~pointment of a new chief in 1886 restored sollll measure of public confidence.
Gambling, vagranC¥ ) and drunkenness were still the chief 1Durc:s of trouble.~
In a c:i ty like Washingto:1, the ~ suggested, "the general climate, the
charitable disposition of the people who have means, the easy hours of work
9l'ld

the uncertain tenure of government employ, all contri'tute to help men

downward')! Every winter tramps and migrant seasonal laborers rolled in, and
as the commissioners reported gloomily, a national emergency like the war
with Spain, "brought many criminals and cranks to the city."

1/

.f'J-3

) I,

Yet stricter

I
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anti - gambling and anti- vagrancy laws failed to have much effect .

The

enlargan nt of the police force to 585 men and the addition of a bicycle
squad at the end of the century helped far more:'12"""
Juvenile delinquency, as for years past, was a gr eater source of
public anxiety than adult crime .

Warfare between rival fire house gangs had

ended when members of a paid fire department took up l i ving quar ters in the
engine houses, but juvenile delinquents still rommed the streets .

The

Reform School for Boys and the school for incorrigible girls which opened
in 1893 offered no cure, and the suggest ion that lack of playgrounds
encouraged mischief-making in a city where law forbade children ' s using the
public reservations for ball grounds brought no r esryonse from Congress.

As

pr ohibbtion sentiment gained strength in the community, the newly organi zed
Guardian League attempted to prove statisti call y the link between the growth
of the liquor traffic and juvenile delinquency:

between 1882 and 1887, a

·15 percent increase in population but a 40 percent rise in the number of
l i censed saloons and liquor wholesalers, a 90 percent incr ease in licensed
billiard and pool halls, and countless places operating illegally; "youths
in consequence of these diabolical snares . . • abandon school and workshop
and become tipplers, gamblers, har lots, vagabonds and paupers . "

'

In the
...._

'

B;i,~triet juvenile arrests averaged 20 percent of all arrest~~ ~hereas in Kew

York City the average was under 11, in Boston under 14 and in Chicago 15. 5

12 Rec, 46C, 3S, 17 Dec 80, p. 211, 6 Jan Bl, pp . 371- 73, 26 Feb 81,
p . 2117, 47C, lS, 26 Jun 82, p. 5352, 47C, 2S, 11 Dec 82, pp . 188- 89, 22 Jan
83, p. 1452 and 24 Jan 83, p. 1526; Comrs Rpts, 1898, p. xi, Ser 3769, 1899,
p . 15, Ser 3930, 1901, p. · 183 , Ser 4302 .
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percent.~

The Star disputed those findings; well-informed travellers were

."ready ·to pronounce Washington the most orderly city of its size extant. 11lli·

1/'

Nevertheless .people throughout the United States felt called upon to
C

petition Congress to
ot

rwn;"1'

JA6:. J

.

~ a•""fihe capital ~t.he-ftetion• • • from--ehe-cm-se

just--ae -they.:urgea- for the D:i:st!'nrJ. reforms they frequently did

-

h

,, I..

..

,

.)

not enjoy at home, -.eahez a:.~t:t-vivi's'ection, "Sunday Rest, ,t,,. juster
11

1

divorce laws) or the forbidding of kinetoscope reproduction of prize fights 0 16

Tl-£ country-wide concern to have the capital an ideal municipality
,,. .
11
~
'

·~
,

once gratif;ying and irritatli-ffg to the local public, particularly!~

horn citizens who wished to drink their Sunday beer in peace.

.we6

at

German\

The com-

missioners, after explori~ a plan of raising the liquor license fee from
!'100 to

t.5'00,

chose instead to enforce Sunday closing, increase fines for

illegal selling and reduce the number of licenses granted, especially in the
notorious "Division, 11 the fonner Murder Bay area in the triangle southeast

0

of the Treasury between Pennsylvania t,lvenue and the old Washington eanal bed..J:'t'
~ ~~~~-to "-4..i.~

4....

•

..,

1,1,

Met11'lllri,ile{tl'le meagreness of the water supply , a:l.e"&!'eeaed Ms 811:o~

ef

~ l , 27 May 83;
49C, 2S, •e-~ 7 , Ser 2450•
ii.6, Ser 3562.

ih"'star, 22 Jen 87 ..

.f J8 S Mis Doc 114,

51C, 1s, .2-1-~, Ser 2691!,"' '-

~ttns, Hli6A-H7, n.d., H.50/I-H31.3, HS1A-H7, n.d., ,H!,3..\ Bi, 15 lttg-90,
~,A,a,ff'r'.l ~ t ' 5 , S54A-J20, n.d., ~Hii.J, d'ut ~0-Jan 99 and hundreds

!1l0ra.r:,.
'v
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,/

✓

✓
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s~_n_ti11e_l,,..,ll Dec fl6, 18 Oct 90, 28 }:ar 91, 18 Jun 92, 9 Jun 94;
Star, 12 F~Jan-89'; Comrs Rpts, 1890, p. 12, Bet 20h0, 1699, p. 18,
S€r 39'30, 1901, p. 24, flex ltJoe-.

l

residents.

~"~~~ ~~

3
lll6JJ~"'n the reoei v i :

reservoir of thr aqueduct opened, ~~- ~Y giy9 do.ily per capita con&U!llption
...,..l,-.t'U.-'

of \later hod r i 11en to ovor 155 gallonoJitt l:A?9. -'lnnnau.ch «8 tho Chi cagoan
used only 119 gallono dal l y, the Bos tonian 75, end the Phil adelphi1in SO,_.
ift'¥ee~lllt1R8 uenete e o ~ e ll'liahingtonien with uadtrlilff-Water.~

I ncreacoe 1-n vatel' rental rates and houce to house i nspect.1oru, to chock on
drippini; !'1Jucot e ilnprove d eerv1oe but failed to resolve tho bouio problcra :

a.riffil& tl'ar.i tha insuffic ient he&d of uater at t.ho reservoir n\Jov11 Georgetown,

leakages in t ho di11tribut int sys-tern)11nd t he inadequacy of o oi.nglo throe- foot
<liatributing 1'lnin to meet the needs of tho rapi dly growing populGticm.
Geor getollll, being nearer tho r esm-voir, 1u1e better o!f thon most o£ Waohini;;ton.
Gravity feed ensured pr oper pr essure ~0:Ypart o£ tho down-tow oapitalJ
the eoatern halt

or

the city and sections supplied tor pumping stat,ona suff ered

f rom a water to.mine, vhile

11111ey

of the euburbs had no piped water at au;

St. Flizsbethi, Hospit al pUlllped i t s supply from the turgid Castern Brmch.

C/f

The Moat eooriol'lioal answer, .._.. Congress f inal ly concluded, was to incre11se
the oapaoi ty of the Georgetown r eee"Voir

to'

rai1ing the hei;ht of the Great

'P'a lle dar:t and running i t to thct Vi rg~niA shor e , and then to extend the 'Ill
aqueduct to a s econd reservoir to be located between t he Soldiers Home and
Howard Unive ..eity.

©

The da was finished in 1886, but cave- ina due to faulty
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In 187q the sewers in Georgetown and northwesternrnost Washington emptied into

..

Rock creek, a thin trickle of a broo~ in summer; those in east and south
Washington fed into the James creek

vJh1t \.,
&Be theBae

flowed through a crowded slum

area into the Eastern Branch near the Arsenal grounds; and the pipes f com the
central -part of the city drained into the "B itreet main, 11 the old Washi ngton
t.anal tunned into a covered culvert debouching into the tiidal marshes beyond
the White House •.Qtt In heavy rainstorms~ePee,.a;. surface water pouring

cbwn

from the hills into a single storm sewer threatened to flood the heart of the
city.

During a freshet in 1877 the river had risen ten feet at 17th street

beyond the White House)and the next summer) when the Tiber arch broke, the lower
part of the city had narrowly escaped '1a horrible inundation, 11 ~

But the

commissioners'proposed remedy required a $2, 500,000 O'OT!gressional appropriation,
and Senate objections to including a sanitary measure for the District' i n a
general Rivers and Harbors bill delayed action until 1882.

The undertaking

then approved involved filling the marshes beyond the Monument grounds,
building a tidal basin slightly downstream in order to control the flow of
the tide

r-

.. .f

aew Washington channel, and dredging a deep waterway that

would skirt the Washington shore from the Long Bridge to Arsenal Poin~
As fill slowly reclaimed the swamps along the Pttomac river front,
Washingtonians
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began an ult11-atel,y successf'ul caa:paign to hc.ve the new land turno<I into e.
pemanent park.

Rut hopes thct el.Wnation of the f'oto~o.o f l nts u,ul" solve

U/1

'the sewage disposal IJfl:!J:iltai:a were ciall'l)oointed.

tn 11190 a SJ)('Cial Board of

f:anitary Cngineers reoorted the sve."lps at th«- oource or the Jnacost:l.c, ,nd
the tillal bcckllash int o the JonP.a Creek oar.el &till atfeoti ng tJ-,e eisurn
port of the District, the flow of "ock creek too alugcieh to ~wry off the

sewage of northwest \:41shin{'ton m d Ct'orgetown, end the polluti on of tho
Poto=ac near th1> ~ onument gr;,unt's still a danger to the public. 2.3 Thanks to

~

/f

cor~ct flstir'l11tes of ~ashinaton•s future t rowth, Jthe sanitary bo

J

r -'"
}:w,JJt

~rt'->draft41 a"\

) ~ ;.w.

-plQJl o"' such dilr,pneions that it 'lo-Oul ... serve the city adequatel,y for the next ~
.L... u ~ i.:.. Hw t'rz,tJ ~- :,f ,,,.,-+,.-'
~sixty yearo•.&d enable nearby "l'eyl:an • ccrrunit ies ae well to feed sewge
fl
J
~ ,t,,.·,..~.;
/
into the t iatrict •a "Y'lltaia; not until tl' e late 19.$0 1 s w.>uld sanitary eJQll'rts ~...>

1

finn fault vi th a 7sto111 that used the
0

drainage of eurfa,ce water.

or

91

23

SatlWI 1Nlins

for aewage and f'or the

Mf!

Th,. e,igineers or 1890 recoirenc!!ed construotion

huge t runk sewers into which intercepting lines voverini; eYory thiakly

settled s ection of the t istri ct s hould nows a pumping etation at the foot
VII

of lrew Jersey avenue ' ~uld then force tho 11cwl!(e fro, the trvnk 11.neo into
con1luita lai 1 un 'er t he r astern Drai,ch Gm::I c&r\"ie-d three l!lilea dcmn-:)trema

to c·pty into deep water whr re the tides woul" POt wash polluti on bock into
Wash•nrton.

Concreaa occepted tho pli;n but ~.f'uaed t o sanction e bond issue

to pay !or the work.

An eir.pty fe 'eral Treasury- l uring the nid.-ninetit>& shut

oft the other possibl o source oft nds until t~ revival of the country' s
businees 1n 1898 enabled the

COIi"' ise1onera

nd the l'olll'd o! Trade to prevail

upon Con. r E.ee to we yearly "P' ropriations to 11,eet tt e costs.

By 1901,

although cewage disposal was still "the nost vital queot•on" ~ac'ng the
,

_,./_

~

T

, en "~diture ot over
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' 2, 000, 0 "'0 SIIW the nl'W aystGlll ncnrly' half fird!!hod=--I

pul:>lic kela: health.
\ola&hingtcn m

M,:re

n"W sawe:r

th:11

.• J, I

~-

'J. ,»-fJl.t ~~

Lf"

':'lwt :t;trtri ct, bot:'miw, , ,tffl!<le'-1

'

l:!01 ns

}to

eM~>':rd

1n lfl!ll tev~r than a t 1·1l'd of the .30, 47l1 houaee in

C.eorgetown hcd eever conr,octiona.

I,otela Md bolll'dinr, houf!es

rsrely had I ore th.In one water closet to a .1.l oor.

pu--:poo. all

J{acy taniliea

their vnter ro,ii cisterns or still c1>r·i 1,d it pailful by pall ul . r a- the
wells in the publi c squares, Qnd wh,,.re sanitati on was prud.tivo, sE:ep e from
thf'

onntamn11ted soil n into wells ep~e11d typhoi d fa.er •nd dii,r'"hoeal

diseases.

Every ;year, to be sure, ad··ed to the m.u:iher

With plUlllbing, but in 1P90

SO/JIG

ot r'.1 1ellinga eQUippGd

30, 010 peopl,., irost o! t t m Negroes, lived

sanctity o~ pri vate property prevented the r i striet healt h offi·er from
c!enoliahtng.

Here tul-•r onl osia nourishecl, annually the conse of orw, out of

averv four do11tbs.

i r"';t,cn,
,0.,..,,.
lrr

A
ti.I
·.., 1t. 11.
~ J on111rd etap 1vae th" en"CVl!f'tlt I\

l ~bQ i&½i(r, :U. aJ:hn:i"Vl'ti.on of h1.in·I

iiD.eyo/

t~

·.n

ol'••rkohihiting

buil<tirc of ad~it cnol duellinga 1n allen leae than t,ienty .t'eet wlda Md

not equi;med v.l.th i;~age

11nd

water ~tdna rnd ll&hts.

eammil e

irurpeotiol'JS o.t' the public 11111rbta !ailed to et.op the ealo

N ...iodi.c

ot spoil ed f ood-

atu.f'.t's , end no dai.ry eold unsdulteratod mil k. 'ii!?
1:I.n

to

t'

herrt.

1893 lhe appearance of cholera 1n t he United Stt1te~ rought things
i .!'anitay Le8iUe forr.ted in \.'aabincton clivided tre oJ.ty il,to

d1Gtriota ttnJ oet up ooi,r i t • eee in eacl'> to report upon its eonik.ry condi-

t ion, The health offi er was th"n Pble to curry out his lon,;:- chericlled pl an
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of conducting a house- to- house sanitary inspection, and public opinion
forced landlords and householders to renovate run- down property, replace
defective drains, clean out yards and areaways,and burn tons of rubbish and
•
offal. The r esult was 350 fewer deaths than in the previou.s year. \:!oorlt,.,=~
+au±)¥ tl>e s+,ar remarw~-d bhat...J.11i,.....--,~

I

any pr eVioue "tim"

•

le:ige city olaced in a more aes:ixavle-aM-effective sam.tary stattl : 11

&

any

I nfant

mortality still accounted ior one death in three, but by 1898 the over- all
death rate in the city had declined to 19 . 32 per thousand; in the county
~ - - - ~ -...}#.
~to
:i:-t.--a-t.goti-a-\_,_,. v<-~t;ri.o::wttiol\ the high inc~dence of malaria at St.
Elizabeths Hospital , apprnrcnt;ly- cont.ri-buted.
,
aepr-oved a stricter building code

4'rn

the meantime Co~ess

~G(preven✓speculators

from putting up

~'" 4
more ramshackle eweliilogs
without installing plumbing, and a law of 1897

decreed that all premises must be connected with sewers .

Although the law

was not wholly enforceable, the owners of 1500 buildings promptly put i n
sewerp connections~t the same time the District health department closed
a number of surface wells, placed

-;;14--

dairies und e r ~ surveillance, and

fur the f i rst time I.experimented with anti - toxin for diphtheria cases .

When

threatened small pox epidemics emphasized the city' s need of a contagious
hospital, Congress voted to er ect a suitable building on the site of the
ol d jail and for the time being forced thr ee existing hospitals to open
isolation wards .

Every new proposal, every innovating regulation, met with

some opposition, and, as the health officer complained, small budgets

/
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constantly hampe r ed the execution of useful laws.

Nevertheless , the community

was i ncreasingly aware of the irnoortance of hie function, and, as interest
in the "City Beautiful" movement grew at the turn of the century, decent ~

housing end clean well- kept streets began to command wider public support.
Street paving meanwhile, that never - ending chore in an expanding
comr.iunity, continued to breed ii!!~ :mil feuds ,

Rival citizens' associat i ons

r eaentfull y saw the bulk of t he f unds spent in f ashionable "Northwest" and
in t he subur~s beyond, where quick profits for apeculhtore depended upon the
early extension of paved streets m d other urban conveniences.
,

Texi,ayers on,

... ,;-~

~~

C""itol Hi ll POd in the Navy Yard s ection flll!led over the si,.evese- bf..the-oen....,
_...,)t·
'
tendei'a :lt:,r improvement s along ''Massachuset ts Avenue extended" t o 88IC creek
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>
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.d..by-Senetor John--Shermtm;r marke d t he first official recogni- l

t i on that 'Washington was outgrowing her old bounds ) ~xtension--of Masse~
~ e n u e f.l'O~

pont l:1.rcle-t~k

µqv-~
7

~o
&.rcit•ca:u flext. Dar~ l.ll.q8 tho ccmii18i01let'a atr.ove to nolve a r11tiorwl
11chae

ot

nmun&t • seC<"nfl imd third tier o.r str eets beJQwl the old

•uphcl>et" at.reets, but not,! until 1905' wu the lwfl'.fiiii:I .ll'esent-d47
odopted- two- syllable naiiee ot Ollinent l 11eriom,s

syet

l!l'1"Mged

1n

al"lhabetical orJCJ', followed by thN-0-syll11ble na.a for the atroets of
•ttie third elphnbet. "

1895' the

Nlll!e

In 1690 Boundary street became Florida

Avenue, in

Ceorcytcwn oftioieUy diaamieared .... the C"9it11l

b7

con-

eresaional ••ndatei'ewdlolled tltt1=older cit.7, mid 1n 1900 pl MS for
bridging Rock Greek f't both J.1.asos0!11U1et ta tt.nd Connecticut benues looked

to the 1101DGnt when 1'aalnn&ton•a streets would thread the entire ares
fl-011 the heights of the Poto"'"C be,ond l°40l'aetown University to tho
u"?er reaches

or the

lruzcostia. •

·~

(1)

While t~ speci•l 1ntereets of influent.ill rcirl eatit. t1=s

unt'oubt.dly a!fectt>d tbs choi ce of tMxJCt~ m-eas to get first attention,
tho apre'1d ot tile city into the a>unty d1 j not proceotl in pure]Jr

Idea fps~ion.

hit-.or-

n the contrary, " nlm of or'1er1.y Mt'l'f'nolltnn e:,rpl'lllion_,

be4\h t.c,. • n,c;e in 181""11 Mfi. "CCJUired ir.ore pr oci e fom uoon

ons11

e of

the hi&hw~ "ct or lA9J l'fld thP ore'ltion of ti'•!) ,st' onal ·a,,itu PPrk
Ob"....... ,,
Cowd.aai on ·in 1901. Then ~l'f'f'! NaSUNa -ra the firat cmisc1.oua et.tempt

to CUide tto suburbm arowt.h of
would

eMUN

4'Ct of

mi

•rlcPn co

uni~ along linee tl'lat

haniorv between nev develoi-cnte and t.he pm-ent city.

The

1S~8 merely r equint'I the platting or wbdiviaions of l i-nd in the
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1882, ten years after the city first Witnessed a demnstration of electr ic
Loi K~
t C~ (, , /'
lighti ng, the cow issioners contr"cted with t ~ - t e d t ~ tric I;jght

~i .

~f'f'f!/ to-4hMe'H a few arc lCl'lpa, oe111ie11Pet!l:ons ef public sofaty dictated

a r.11inr that all Wire• r:ro.st

re

li>id unc'erground, but an :l:MJtJt tu.., by- product

of the deci elion was the preservation of the trees.

Du1., ng an experimental

diaplq on Permqlvoni.11 Avenue in t..ie fall of 1881 a dynmno belted to an engi ne
in m 011 aPW:lli.11 llf'~rby ha·I fed oower to llll'lp8 suspended fl'O!ll guy w1.r.-1 strung
froni houPatop to housetop; at the click of a ewi tch the sudcen fll)lutter of
light i'l'ol" the Ca-pitol to the Treasury had dolightod the onlookers, but the
danger of fire had been undeniable.

Wblle the coat of un<ierground wires

prevented t he r®id raplacl!lllcnt of gas ll!I!lps, before 1890 Washington boosted
l lll arc li&hta and "tdded seventy- 1'1 1.e to • hundred yearl;r thereafter.~
The battle for unJerground wires coon i nvolved other utilities.

Over-

head tele{'.raph lines had strung along liash11lit0n's streets s i nce 1843, and
that "selfish oc't.upus, " the Western Union, a particularly powerful corporation in a city wher e nawpaper corN1pon:.wnts kept wins busy, continued to plant
its "uncouth poleo At will in fro r,t

or 11ny man's premise•

After 187A tho new 'lle• aoe@ke and Pot0111ac TalephonP

w1 thout hi• consent. n

Col-r:)11ny

Also erected poles

&n1 wires , and in I.be 1Jl90• s , when street railway ll0'"1>anio1 begllll

to replPce

horse - dre\ffl oar,11 with tJ;ollayi,, the t i·11otion interests enter ed the fight ,

, w:lY::IL>

\

~•,~

7;..4

>:et111-

'l!lu.le-~ngre11s l ~ - o-ated m,.ftto,,.IJ""br u ~ the comroissioners ' ~
/.
authority to ri·ant permi't.s for new undergl!ound installat.i ons. Iet lit'tle by

little public opini on won the da.r, tnotigwwho broiigh't the nece'b.,.n ) pl'eilSui'ea

-

to beiu' ur-,n t hA u t i J J . t ~ s is uncer'ta-tn .

fly 1900 not only did '·ashington

enjoy telecrei;h e.nd ~JlpPnding telephone service, electr i c s t r eet lighting)and
electnc stroet railways, but vithin the city lllllit•
rf
, \
11

thlln holi' the vires
ran tmderground. _,
I.,,.; ~ / .,-,!'._!.,,,!> ~ - 1 / ~..2./
·,t:,; ~ , . A - • ~ · -4 } ·, ~J
~ r i o t , ?:? M,w 72; "t,;r, 20 Oct fll, .Col'!' e~J&-t11, 1A~2/" " • 10, 140- hl,
S ~l83, 1885, p . 172, •trr-2-3&.3, 1889, pp. 260- 62, 296, ~?'91; tlcvil P'· nroe ,, ~
Ho,,1'1ns, "The Unite!i l'lt,i,te,. b'l-,c:trit:l Li,.htin•l ½"'J>l"DY of Ynchil'lf't-,n, J:l, C. , Pnd '7. I~ I
its ?~ Equi pment, " The "lcctM,ci>l ,;-nginsrr , IAVI, J tie¥ 98,, pi, . L25- .33.
fi-.fi 2 "31
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_princioal
The/exceptions were the lines running into private houses from poles placed
1n alleyways at the re~

Fifty years later the foresight that kept /

Ji~shington•s sky-line for trees, buildings )and space would

stir the

admiration and errv-y of other municipalities.

~trufl{US rJl.:th:::g Stree):j..Railwa.y:;

and ~ Raill'Oeds

In scores of P ri.can cities of the 1880 1 s and 189()'s, utility and
transportation companies, their franchises secured to them by local political
bosses, were exploiting the public mercilessly. In the capital where Congress
the issue was not outright graft~
the 1:!emftness
granted the franchises/'onxil!JCi@llioq;p(l!:itlt:xsuraocmoolxl;(:xk~, but t t l ' I D ~ f f
.,Ji!&
) -to.. . ~
/'
,_.
'
mim:w,911...1,/ companiee / ~
1.gno:re local wishes.
cause citizens
believed the comnissioners

subservient to these corporations,. ,publie

iru:tignation.spilled--over upon the Distri,et•s r uling hlr!lds. "Do the coma newspaperman
missioners," i.nqlrll'ed/ ~, "govern the District, or do the
'
.:a,l11
street railwa;y companies govern the connnissioners? :iii The sins of the
"traction moguls" were everywhere evident:

T tracks projecting above the

level of the pavements made the streets hazardous for horses and carriages;
the space adjoining the rails was not kept clean, a particular affliction as
long as the cars were horse-drawn; the cars were stuffy and cold in winter,
dirty and overcrowded the year round; service was slow; tax evasion was
frequent, and fifteen separate companies operating in the city_ and suburbs
produced confusion rather than wholesome competition.
themselves
these
fihe oommissioners /protested at /tdmc abuses. When ~n 1895 the campaign agairst
~ ti.. 6 f-1,,
\:'.,
overhead trolley wires e with sudden success -the cOIIIJ!lissioners were able

•
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r

to exact other reforms.

Ground rails flush With the pavements supplanted

the projecting Trails, and express cars running at epeeds up to ten miles
an hour improved service.
Consolidation of competing lines provided the ~
essential to these changes.

f i nanc~

When the Rock 6reek Company bought out the

Washington and Georgetown in 1895 to form the Capitol Traction Company,
,)12, 000, 000 went into new equipment and a power house on 14th street below
In 1900 thirteen other independent lires merged to become the

the .Avenue.

Washington Traction and Electric Company. The merger, effected with /onsever al mi llion
and r eportedly generous
gressional· bless~ / ~ dollars of new capital/':ii:'ooama·im.l<btlSJdilmidli:l<d:
watering of s tock, included t he United
~-fl-~
......_ J
States Electric Light and the Potomac Electric ftompan,. Altlexaude1 MeDe•:t.t
at the time dubbed
...,,, Jersey City took charge. No one/~
it improper far a member of
the House of Representatives to direct a hug;e public utility business in
Washington whi le he served his term in Congress.
immediate advantages.

(,vu,1

(~~

A~ansfersytut

The local public derived

costs for passengers, better heated and

v~ntilat.ed c~~ ,added t o ~ comfor)and more frequent runs r educed waits. 1~
Witll

1 elief

at:-leoL:

bhe d ,tj ~housM bin, pPOb1ema o:t: ii.lltexnal In ansportatl on solved

3'- 6/

The city's struggle with the Baltimore and Ohio and Pennsyivania railroads followed a different and far less satisfactory course.
/
M/

...,._ 1 ~

.A gain public

~

Q

q o •I tl ,
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:""_~ I
-rr'' "\

______jj24~
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twenty- ti."0- year per i od
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ws papef articles ~1t:Eit1-aT€ biit a
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safety end urban aesthetics were t he main poi nts .a_t i88Qe, but the question
of what to do and how t o do i t was complicated by sharp differ ences of opinion
in Congress and by the awe in which public of f i cials held the great railroad
corporati ons .

The safety c11111paign centered around the eliJninAtion of grade

crossi ngs within t he city where the B & 0 tracks and t' ose of the Pennsyl-

vania' s subsidiary, the BaltiMore and Potomac -,llilpeee c crossed the public
J ~~
ways at street level, Stati stics as sembled by .-'Board of Trade ~
proved that fatal accidents or serious injuries to pedestrians at t hese
crossings aver aged about thirty a year,

The most feasible of the proposed

remedies called for sinking the r ail s i nto outs below street level along part
of the right of way snd )along the r emainder) el evati ng the tracks on embankments under which cross str eets would tunne1,7 ,'l(ew construction would be
ne cessary~ obviate the hazards on the Long Sri~for trains puffi ng over

>
the narrow

-D1l

--

::.>

cause~ay and the rai lroad bridge set up vibrations in the

shaky KplDli spans of the ~ bridge, fri ght ened horses, caused runaways
and made it unsafe for pedestrians and hor se- drawn vehicles, Citizens
~,
,,-_
declared that the Baltimore and PotomacJ;__n South Washingtori' illegally used

-

,I\

'

'-·-----

- :;.i

the pulaM.c streets"tor frei ght yards and car si dings )while the B & 0 s i milarly
e:xploited Northeast Washington; as a result large areas of the city no longer
had residential value.~

Finall y, i nasmuch as Boss f hepherd, while removing

1ltre I frl.-i.s l ai-d- lte t h ~ ~ the dei'umt Washington and Alexandr ia ~1-

~
'Pi &i p
'
.
road al.' the foot of Capi tol Hill, had not touched the Pew11,yl~n:re.·-.. ackr /\44. ~
l

crossing the Mall to t he Gothic stone s tat i on on the present- day site of the
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National Gallery of Art, the Pennsylvania iju,r oad dominated the public
domain in the very heart of the national capital,
Seemingly more powerful than Congress itself, the r ailroad corporat i ons expressed willinmess to abolish grade crossings and buil d freight
t erminals provided the public pay most of the cost)but they fought every

BX

proposal to move the Baltimore and Potomac depot from i t s commanding position
on the Mall or to erect a union station for all railroads entering Washington,
~
For twenty years ~El tizens wha-bel±eved-the(Distri ct commissionerl!J tCXT""ready

~~o

eri cavalier demmde

of railroad officials angr.i¼y watched the '-'

(co"'liapse of evecy sohE'.me for relocati ng tracks and termi nals,
problems were formidable at best,

The engineering

No pl ~n f ound universal favor ,

Permanent

residents opposed further rai lroad i ntrusions upon public property, but
businessnen hesitated to support any scheme that would mean long wagon hauls
from freight tenninals on Washington's outskirts.

Throughout the city

taxpayers objected to shouldering the costs of safety measures which they
believed the railroads could well afford to finanoe . ~7 J
(Year after year Congress, in turn, reached no consensus,
of fered, debatdd and shelved,

Bills were

When (a bil~ of 1893 requi~ h e B & 0 to

eliminate grade crossings~ ailroad officials stated that,h• mes11112e would
(

force the road into receiversl-i p ,

Congress dropped t he idea.

The B & 0

1

went i nto receivership anyw~.

~~bv:rWMJ
~Lw-c

Seven years l a.tar the Senaye District .e'ommi t t,ee

l'Ju,1~.

#....sJ.

II

"-'I •

~c.l

r1~j.<µJA

I

~
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businessmen hesitated to support any scheme that would mean loJl!: wagon hauls
from freight terminals on Washington's outskirts.

Throughout the city

taxpayers objected to shouldering the costs of safety measures which they
believed the railroads could well afforti to finance. j9

3f"

Year after year Congress, in turn, reached no con68IISus.
offered, debated and shelved.
eliminate grade orossings,

When a bill of 1893 required the B & Oto

~Q fficials

force the road into receivers· •
~nt into xeoeivership eeyw

Bills were

•

stated that the measure would

Congress dropped the idea.

The B & O

Seven -, ears -¾at.er the Senate District Com,..

m_;-ttee ~ a . ma,tor.i.ty o~the District -COmmitt,ee <>f the--Houee--endoreed t wo
p:.opeeeJ!.J 01@ det1.llng··wit!i the Penneylvenia, ~ other-with the B & O rail-

~

first and the more obnoxious to Washingtonians offered the

Pennsylvania as inducement to mange its grade crossi~s a gift of fourteen
acres on the Mall and, for freight yards and sidings, twOlve acres of Garfield
_i n addi"Mor;
Park southeast of the Capitol. Al'he United States government and the District
".;?ulq,
over some !l1 , 6LL,j'.OO to cover '
the cost
together /~
pay/ ~
\~ges to private property and/ of
would
~ approaches to the right of wa;y- where streets/ K ~ pass over or
i:ll'ldl an appropriation of
under the tracks; / ~
~~k~

would
Potomac / ~
causeway.

t\566,000 for a highway bridge over the

sole
leave the railroad in/ possession of the Lo~ Bridge and

The Pennsylvania was to build a huge new $1,500,000 station on the

Mall, and public funds would create an imposing plaza opening out into B
street on the north ,\<tTfflak~ tr gx<and entranee"Ulto the city.

The train sheds

would project southward into the Mall, arx! the tracks elevated on an embankment

>

-ai
...._,.iifoe,..,owi.m..~ ~ - Comrs Rpt, 1885, P9,'f~Ser 2383.

r
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would slice diagonally across the park toward the Long Bridge.

A new

thoroughfare, "West Caoitol StrP.et," would pass under the embankment by

.

means of a fifty-foot al'chway.

~ 91Symbolically and

bodily members of Congress

would bow their heads to the railroad as they went to and from the Hill.
Senator Macmillan, whose nar,,e would later be associated with large plans for
beautifying the capital,defended the scheme:

"Indeed so far as sightliness

i s concerned, the propose(' changes will add greatly to the beauty of that
portion of the Mall. "~e; '"I'he concessions tendered the B &. O were less generous.
I ts yard tracks and ror.nd houses were to be moved beyond the city limits,
t he Metropolitan hrat>.::h and the Washington-Baltimore branch lines were to be
combined and rerout,,d within the city proper and the <X>mpany was to receive
~ free gift of thr- square north of the present Senate office building on

uhich to erect

r.

new passenger depot; tracks elevated on an embankment across

lower land to the northeast would enter the new station. at ground level. Ll
Thus one railroad would share the Hill with the Capitol; the second would
occupy the central stretch of the park bet ween Capitol and White House.

'W /)J

...

Congressmen B•oM Cowherd of
f,.,..,,. 1
~'issou!i and Thetfs Sims of Tennessee of the House District Committee labelled
'\L;,gorous protests sounded at onee-,

t he ,ntire scheme shortsighted and

b ea:i~Y/generaus to the ra:l.lroada.

Th,. Chief
of
Army F_.ngineers,,..Brigad1-et""'General John Wi:tson, and Ha;jor-Thomair
.
I

lici.~

l Commissioner of Public Buildings and Grounds /decried the folly of

~,

l,ie H Rpt 2026, 56C, 2s, 14 Dec 1900, Ser 42J'2.

41l Ibid., Po 5.

4J H Rpt

2036, 56c, 2S,' 17 Dec

oo,

Ser~ 212.

lj, 1.t"l..

~
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abandoning the very core of L 1 Enfant•s original plan. )l'enator

~

~:),s&OIIN., declared the two bills yoked together by "an interdependent mutuality

of greed." Every citizens' association :id, ilhe 8ie1'1 i6t, the Washington
')

Businessmen's Association and the Single Tax Club voiced outrage, while the
Board of Trade emphatically restated its ten-year opoosition to any alienation
of the city's public parks.

Unfortur,ate}w. the commissioners' statements that

the plan was the best the District could hope fo1 ,pxo1,abl:y encouraged illusions

•

in Congress.

Congressio!laf leaders pronounced the bills satisfactory to

"ninety-nine out of one hundred" Washingtonians, a misinterpretation of local
sentiment which, Representative Cowherd remarked, showed the handicaps under
which unrepresented citizens labored in trying to make their wishes understood.

In February 1901 Senate and House passed both bills and President

McKinley signed them.#P'

I~

While the corrmissioners' eenming- deference to the railroad corporations offended citizens, they objected even more strongly to threats of
.t

~nterference with the School Board.
f)lll

vo col

Acinittedly the commissioners must

appoint the board, but public fe.t±f J! ua1., that the trustees, once aopointed,

"

must have full authority over the school system.

For, despite frequent

squabbles about the disposition of funds and about 8'!)pointments, particularly

to teaching posts in the colored schools, the board generally functioned in
keeping with citizens' wishes.

"' "

f

m

0

The one insuperable problem was to get money
·;1-t ~
,." e ~•

~ R"-Rp't 202&, t
,oC, 2S, i1P00•~ Ree , 56C, 2s, 2 Feb 01,
p. 1801, ff Feb 0i, W • 2'r0u- o6, 8 F'eb el, ~ ; o-;-and Aop, pp. 181-82.

s---- 1i 7 q

)

advanced pupils. ( ~n arraneeMent wi. th the trustees of the Myrtilla Miner

kl

i

Fund, a fund raised by private donors for Negro education, enabled the
superintendent of' the colored schools to open a colored h~h school1 i:u 1879-,
until
,,
but/ i.u!!b)El!! 1882 the nearest approach ,to a white high school was a scheme ~

p,:1,

I
~ ~
wtd:te n •Plnte:Aflenb "tt .l:ed( in 1881~ he selected the best students in the

eighth grades, put them in the third-floor rooms of one building and called
the group a h~h sshool.

b-1·

The next year the white 11e111m~_...,_r.-_~ ""-IIM<4"'>Al'd~1n--

tbo fac~ of &01119-oppoeitiion from the Negro 1nembenr; insisted upon using the
principal of the $chool,.Ptind that had been accumulating since 1826 to build
Puring the late eighties
a white high school. i'mtxx.F.!Jal!ttba[«lllxs:lC!\Ji':teixxl:&l~ ltbusually large approprianew
t i ons for/ ~
schoolhouses lessened overcrowding in the lower grades,
but scarcely was a new building opened than a new generation of school

~ .i-.J
children overflowed it. ( {l'he Board of Trade \.obbex ~ b!1fG Washingto~:irns the )

only city in the country which allowed non- residents to attend ~r pchools
· w
v-r,);(.\ ~ ,.,J.,,, µ
!, (' J,1..
f/V.f[vJ- ' ~ , 1,\.,- I W..
free of charge. By 1899> ~of enough desks and school rooms necessitated ~~

~

holding ~~r~ng s~ssions) ~
sixty-eight white fin,t grades and fourteen , ~
'{f"•~ <l ,.j, ...,
.,. ~•
' ._ '
l.4# I
colored, anii::.!1 ~iltk (the rooms in th6 afternoon ,f'o1 a Hke -nW!lber of' s econd
~
, for private s-ohooiing-•withdrew gl'.11,d
,.J.P"a ren.t&-wnc could e.ffo't'•&--t.&-,,e~ ~m~~U!~>EiiJX.~ t heir childr,en,
public school
tG:•xia:EXiad~ a4l~rh:i,t'!!nn/ enrollment ~
-d tci:ux rose to more ~han
~cent increase- in t.hirteen yeue.

~OO(}pup:r.ts, a

'

lto.Pe~irer,• pofl11]11 r

1

~ ght schools for children who worked during the
d.NJ- ~
..,,. ,. ,,,,, .) f
4~ J
summer ny~l t)on schools"'put further press~e upon limited

del!laR.li i.'0Pv 111m ,W!tl:-tNi:~

budget
lamer mounted

- ~ s ~bl1ged to open kindergarte~-

~;a:.

col lege entrance.

r

whtle

al igh school course that would qualify graduates for

Pn& gr.oup of cit1z-erts thougllt t he schools provided too maey

/S~

though appropr1ating more than the commiss1oners aslied for,
voted less than the trustees requeste~ .

Consequently a

passlonate outcry greeted the connntss1 oners ' announ cement in
December 1885 that they wer 11 tak1.n g over the duties of the
school board because quarrels had destroyed its usefulness.
At a mass meet1ng citizens asserted that the change would
strtp them of "the last that wa s left to them of popular government."

Congress , besought to intercede, debated a school re-

organizat i on bill onl y to drop it.

But the connn1.ssi oners, ob-

viously startled by the storm they had st i rred up, quietly
later
backtracked ; the school board carried on, its membership/en larged to include one white and one colored woman .
Fortunately in 1885 the appointment of William Bramwell
Powell i as superintendent of the white schools suddenly pumped
vitality tnto the system .

The new s u p e r i n t e n d e n t ~

a whole series of innovations similar to the changes in educational approach later attribu ted chiefly to John Dewey .

t\v.. j..,,~

<, .,,

r.,.,._J_

CM,,'\:

'"

Brother of JQbn:::W-&cS-l'"EIT- ~ of The Geo log~ cal SurveJi ~
.

-p~r ,

to -lfL•

~
s:, roswh~-

e<.._.

~ i- .4"-0 ~CA..~ ~

tn f-J:\l:enac-ech--by---1~s• ir1-_ sJ:~en t t f c t n~ eIi,e s s.,
~
•j..,1~ Al"\. 11vk ,.c.....,..• ~ 'r
-~J ~ ~
" ~ w e·l-1 1!;::i:1u.d~'t!1a1:UI'e study &!'!rieh~- f-\e&t\-tr-\ps &J:
....~ ~ .,..,,...__,. _,. 'J v,,._ 1(..,, ~4--'1.f,
~ /.., (' ~ I>'- -If-I. , -.'
ts-th
Ty-an;~~mma-r-s-eheo 1-eurr-i cir-la---. r-Uncre-r-h-ts·
~~ 1< .J ~~~- · ,.{U\)Ct\! w,o..,q ~ .t v-t ~-f ) 4-P- ,.,,»,i.rJ.AA•' 1.
r,egt~anual 1tra1n i ng,J formerly lim ted t~igh"th _gra9-e and
wJ.J. ~ ~ ct ,..- ~,~t .;..I ' ' 1oN"·t1.,.'~ I "ff fl~
l.fff1t. .-,f.,.~t,
d'lder i;up~ ls,be,m in the t primary grad&is , and-lp.e nsiet-ed that
-It .P .. 'ij (V. "I ;,T , ~_.__,.,....t ~..t \
te-eeh~ng cb1 l ~ T I - f f l e ' l ' e - ~ e- and -repeat lessons by

prob ably

~·-·«

rote was- no su.bstitute for awakening pupils I intellectual
I

curiosity.

,.

In carrying out h1s program he fired ill- trained

-~d uncooperative teachers , many of whom owed their jobs to

/
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school and even smaller dental school which made up the National University
,oi:t
"
estel ltoltoJ a pattern that would later beci:,/:;'e standard in Washington: night
classes enabling young men to get profession~l training while they earaed a
living in day- time government jobs .

W

As

"(\)r>,V- ~ · ~ ~ ~
.
/iehe ,tj!nec oie!Ell(,univ~rsities,

,,.,

~

-

'VIN,lvv./\
thedl~, -~aelfed scholarly prestige, Washington was richer in quantity than
~ -11,v.. ~ t'-.J. ~ tl

quality of higher education, but tl.G faet that powexfttl r eligious bodie'~
e1.. isaged

~

~J~,

the city as the future seat of American learning ~engthe~

~~-~~~-ee;d=-~
~~
(r::.-~i:::::.;;..;
"bha:t feeling ~pparently m;itereEl into Charles Glover ,

l()

proposk to fellow Episcopalians that they establish a national cathedral

YV..Jw :}-..,,

foundation in t.J1e District "for t he promotion of religion and education and
charity. " Glover, then President of the Riggs National Bank, organized the
campaign for funds and in 1893 obtained a charter from Congress, while Henry
Satterlee, Bishop of Washington, selected Mt. St. Albans for the site on
which the Cathedral of St . Peter and St . Paul should rise . There within the
,.,.,,..._.,. ~ .! S.w-- I
:l,
c~ose the National Cathedr al School for Girlslopened in 189u. Four years

w

late~ t he Foundation completed the purchase of the entire hilltop m.th its

It

commanding view of river and city.~

While the Cathedral Foundation, the universities,and other organizations lying outside the realm of t he commissioners ' and congressional respon~t.li,-.

sibili ty contributed to Washington' s a'bamti1ag
Americans~; ;':,,!:

a:~>a

Ei¼et±nguished-c±ty,

~ . e ~ ~ s £ ~ re::pe,.,to did xepxesent

W o /),,

,._ ,I

I

the best in ~re"e'J!-,,go?e~tl!UB1,t.

So far from labelling the autocratic

·----~

originAl
Wasrington ' s and Oeorgetown' s/ lir,its beclll'le urgent, the conL-unity was
indignant at congr essional refusal to aD1'1;y the half and hall' pri nciple
to t he county as well as the city; for the law of 1878 pledged the federal
goverment to sharing the expenses of the entire District, not mereJ.;y the
part fomerJ.;y under municipal jurisdiction.

If reason j ustified charging

half the cost of suburbl'l! str eets to abutting private proper ty, only bad
faith, local citizens believed, could account for putting the rest of the
cost upon the Di strict without any federal contributi on at all .

The real

injustice, however, arose f rom the 1'act that after exercise of the right
of eminent domain Md after assessment of half the expense upon abutting
private property, Congress again and again fail ed to vote the apryropriation
of Distr _ct funds necessary to open up a street, t hereby leaving adjancent

land without the illlprovements for which its owners had already paid.

But

members of t he' House who sponsored t he act professed to see i t as a means
of saving thei r

own

constituents an ' small taxpayers within Washington and

Geor getown from having to foot the bills if'real estate speculators. 38
Whether city- dweller or county, everyone f elt the weight of congress i onal authori ty, and, when House or Senate dismissed a grievance sum.~ariJ.;y,
citizens' sense of helplessness was acute.

They realized that dis agreements

among themselves often h8"!)ered Congress in deciding what would best suit
the communit y, but even when public opi nion was virtually un2llimous, a
congressional whim could block a measure .

For exampl e, in the face of

city-wide uneasines s about t he paucity of charitable institutions for color ed

38 Memorial to fungress by the Joint Executive Committees of the
Citizens' Associat i ons of the District of .£olUMbia again!!! the ~ a l 2f
the Fi ft;y_ Percent Annual Congressi onal !!?J>.ropriati on ~ . Jan 1894; U. S. Stat,
$2C, 2s, 2 Mar 93, XXVII, Ch 197, PP• 532- 37; Rec, 52C, 1s , 23 May and 30
Jun 92, p1', 4570- 82, 5665- 74; 52C, 2S, 3 Feb 93, P• 1157, 27 Fob 93, P• 2249;
S Rpt 11.50, 55C, 2S, 25 Hay 98, Ser 3625; Comrs Rpts, 1899, Pp. 33-34, Ser
3930, 1900, p. 31, Ser 4118, 1901, p. 84, Ser 4302; ptn, H$2A- m , 30 Hzr 92,
Anl !!£1 B of Tr, 01, p. 29; S Doc 402 7 57C, 1s, 10 Jun 02, Pp, 9- 10, Ser ;
slioc 247, o1,c, 1S, l fl 1'1ov 15, PP• 984- 1006, Ser 6915,
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children, Congress haggled over the terms on which it would accept the gi ft
of a civic- minded Negro who offered his farm as a home for "the poor
colored waifs of the city. " Congressi onal inaction on codification of
Dist ri ct law became so intolerable that the Board of Trade and the Bar
As sociation finally engaged a lawyer at their own e:xpense to draft a code.
Congress then adopted the first part of the two- part dr aft.

Every new

Congr e s s ~ presented a fresh hazard, si nce the men assigned to
House or Senate District Committee could i Mpede badly wanted l egislation
or recast bills to suit their personal interests;39 those J!XlrtgJllll!dJIX
assignments once t hought undesirable were now often sought after because
of "the chances open to that committ ee for promising speculat i on" in
property i n the pol itically impotent city. 40

39 Star, 5 Apr 79 , l Sep Bl, 5 Mar 87, 18, 25 Feb, 3, l 0 Mar 88, 2
Jan 99 ; Capitol, l Jan 88; Sun Chronicl e , 23 Jan, 6 Feb 81, 5 Mar 82;
Chronicle, JJi""sep 90 ; ptns, 7lli6A- Dl, 8 Mar 80, S50A-a12, 9 Jan 88; S Mis
Doc 161, 53C, 2S, 23 Apr 94, Ser 3171; S Ex fuc 107, 54C, l S, 7 Feb 96,
!'er 3350; Anl ~ ~ Q,f Tr , 1897 , p. 65; Siddons, "Municipal Condition, 11
Third Nt l Conference 2.!! Good City Govt., p. 365.
40 Mary Noble Lee, "City Gover nment of Washington, " Chautaugugn,
XXII , No. 2 (Nov 1895), 179.
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J..ttitu~s 'rowsrd..Suff'.rage

Rebellion against t hat impotence alternately waxed and waned in
strength during the 188o 1 s .
many people.

Ambivalence marked the thinking of a great

While District repr esentation in Congress looked desirable,

could a non-voting delegate i n t he House of Repr esent atives be of any use
and could his election offset the possible disadvantages of unlimited manhood
suffrage in municipal affairs?

Could the community obtain a voting voice in

Congress without accepting a popularly elected local government?

Reopening

t he question settled by the Organic Act might result merely in scrappi ng
the provision for federal appropriations without altering the District's
non- voting status or, worse i n t he view of some Washingtonians, mi ght end
federal fina~cing but revive a city regime dominated by Negro and propertyless
vot ers.

Fear of prying the lid off a Pandora' s box kept influential men

si l ent except when provoked i nto speech by some flagr ant congressional sin
of omission or commission. hi
The local press generally oppose<t- r estoration of a popult1r l y el e cted
1
ro.~~ 'fT)wAy 'l)t
....__-;\
I< t• .,\,r
~>-i'Mo,, ~ i~ ~ ~ r l y ·~'I" •sd
District governmen~The Star , invariably warning of t he perils of a retury tJ{;f,cfof t he "feather dusters, " insisted that all the faults of the COl'llllission
government l ay in the men ~pointed, not in the system.

The ~ and the

"'~+·

Urt-

1 .:5t v-v"' ,.,25

th"+ -vvt>111
~le.I, \

Sentinel, a paper directed mainly to Washington I s German population, at f irst

'cv-i "'\

hel d limited suffrage bet ter than none but l ater veered away from that positi on. h2 ~e-w
61' 1., ,s.

hl Star, 25' Jan, 16, 23, .30 Dec 79, 13, 2h Jan Ro, 5 M:1r 87 , 18 Feb
88; Capito¾ 26 Jen 19, 1 Jim 88; S, ~ J<Ms , '' /)\ v,.._,<..~(>etl ( v..cA,1,cM 1 •71,,:,v-ci.
Nti Cfll .fo G-,,,,c},. C•ty G• vt I h' 310 ~"J f.
42 St ar, h, 6 , 11 Feb 79, 3, h, 7, 8 Feb, 4 Mar 80, 27 Mar, 8 Apr

+

84, 22 Ma_y, 1 Jun 85, 27 Nov 86, 28 J an 88; Capitol , lh Jan 83, 1 Jan 88;
~ ' 22, 23, 30 J an 79; Sentinel, 27 Mar, h, 18 Dec 86, 21 Sep 89, 11
Mar 93, 7 Apr 94.
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The ....
People ' s Advocate, a short-lived Negro newspaper, declared:

"Universal

suffrage i s wrong i n policy of fsii/ no t in principle when appl ied to
cities, 11 and the Bee, a second Negro paper, argued that colored people were
better off under the protection of Congress than they would be under city
officials elected by Negro riff- raff .

Only the Chronicle and John Forney's

Sunday Chronicle consistently took the line t hat a local electorate including
colored men could do no worse for itself than did federal appointees.h3
Handwritten petitions from labor gr oups repeated their earlier appeals for
District self- government;

i.t,118mt10A,,,,M

white workingmen, however fanatically

dedicated to the doctrine of white supremacy, obviously believed two white
men could always outvote one Negro .

Unlike wealthier ci t i zens, t he working

classes were only incidentally concerned with perpetuat i on of t he financi al
provisi ons of t he Or ganic

>ct.44

I n 1888 Theodore Noye s, son of the editor of t he Star, published a
series of articles reviewing the eighty- ei ght years of what he termed congressional neglect of Washingt on.

Coming on the heels of a congressionsl

session that had seen no action on important local bills, the analysi s struck

3 t• A: Stv.cA /

JI\

C,iy

C•vZVYI~ / ,,

T.}4

fv,,,-+

Y"

> t:x XX

v, nOs'fY's1S•
1Yi
I

Ill Peoples /ldvocate, 21 Jul 82; Bee, 13 Jan, 17 Mar 83, 8, 15 Mar,
12 Apr 8h, 28 Feb 85, 13 Mar 86, 6 Aug~ 28 Jan 88, 5 Feb 98 ; ~
Chronicle, 25 Jan, 15, 20 Feb 80, 26 Jun 81, 27 Aug 82; Chronicle , 27 Jan
84, 8 Jun 90, 1 Apr 95, 15 Oct 98.

hh Star , 16, 30 Dec 79, 2h Jan Bo, 11 Aug 83; ptne, H~~- Dl, 5 Dec

90, HSJ( H52A- Dl , 30 Mar 92, S55~- Jl8, 8 Dec 97; Star, l Jan 99.
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home with peculiar force.
would be useless.

Popularly elected municipal officers he thought

"Without representation," he argued, "suffrage is of no

value, "ane, 8hti:tc eat f1 o,,. bb.i bodies WRillh 1Hl,e Us l aws ami impocee

t.11:"'.$?>

upon ib, 1cpxese1,tatlon of :tl'¼e Bi.atai cb recnde:r: t he Cgpet a.-t uLlon 1119:'ts

~ , b shape csn o,d:y bo a shem. "

The one measure that could give District

citizens any power over their own destiny was a constitutional amendment
enabling qualified voters to elect representatives to Congress and a corresponding nwnber of members to the Jr esidential electoral college.

Later that year

tt

..-eesntl; orgarilzad pitizens' p:ntmd:bbee af' l:Ae; :!fir Lticsua:t:

o f t he Sv1tu111 t w~ of

.aJ.twi:ia.twe

hb

;a:e~

set- itse1r- to examine Noy!la!.-pPeptSsal '8ncl -pc,ssibl:o

;Wtri.xe l!pp~.e,tt,n •1}ia
~

a Washing~n notary /assembled .,

~
sheef 8'i letters expressing the views of well-known W;;u;lo;i~t..mietts and
figures comparing the District's population, wealth and contributions t.o

... ~ ·

.

the nation with those of a half dozen states, 'bfte conrnittee drafted a
memorial to Congress requesting a constitutional amendment~

"They are

unable to see why they should be excluded from participation in the General
Government any more than the people of State capitals should be excluded
'#b ~
~rom participation in State governments." ]!_ , s,1 bla ee- of the accompanying
letters :i:.a.-.eP:ed eo,;zthi:ig loss
i:a11t

as

1 ad±cai

bl:ati a const.ibtrt£Ona:i amandmsf!r:4', bhe---

511,ppe1¢8 A il,e plan e!'ld ae»el'el asked for

Rn

elected local government

well as national represent~tion.4i
~;'

Wi Star, 5 Mar 87, 18, 25 Feb, 3, 10 Mar 88; ~ . 49C, 2s, 29 Jan
87, p. 117~

'

4$ star, 15 J'f1 87, 15, J.8 Feb 88; s MiiJ. Doc1 126, 50C, 1~ 11 Jun
1 (J
88, Ser 2517'3 v,:1h,c. o-f c~1--"' 1. ~ C,ti,= ~· \l i:('-- ~ ,.., .. +h.:.
•Y\,-117, 1\,.-,,ch,J, rro-(l~s ... l --1-t, .JW1(-'n (" °fk Yt ?Sc ..~ for ... " ,, . , ~-1 ()
4~ S Mis Doc 23i, 511:, 1S, 17 Seo 90, ~r 2700; otns, g51A-~15, 17 --tltz. l>,d,"t
May 90, H5li1-Dl, 19 Aug 90.
uf Colwi,;. k I '4 /

~r:.
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Senator Henry W. Blair of New Hampshir e presented the plea in the
form of a resolution.

In May 1890 the Senate committee on elections to

whom the matter was refer red reported

:i,:t:::,oae,k

adversely.

Blair, incensed

at the committee ' s holding no hearings on a measure wanted by the "great
mass" of District citizens, protested the summary dismissal.

He spoke of

the evil effects of civic irresponsibilit y upon young men growing up in
Washington where business monopolies exercised contr ol through "combinations
and r i ngs and syndicates which derive their strength from unholy or indiffer ent relations to and with the representatives of national power. "

A6<0-,

constitutional amendment would take time to pass and ratify,

-11ro1~

~.aci

~QB

Ml- the

f'..if' Congress-' promptly ~ take steps to free the District from the

prevailing "absolute political despotism, all the more alarming because 'so
many are in love with it. 11 48

Curiously enough, the newspapers did not pick

up Blair ' s allusion to an unholy allianc_e between Congress and special
~ ti ,:r; ..~ J
interests in Washington, and e~he? amment was slow in coming into the open. L9
The speech, published int~~ Con~
senate discussion.
incl ~

~

~

.a ')i s t ~i ct ~

ff-->.

~

al Record, began and ended the
~~ 3:et er lbe Democratic national party platform D1 I €1 '.)..

s

~

. .u..
~

- 'f'la.

o.tw.i,

. ~ . -otvt . . . . ,

plenk j ( Lt" rerr,ained purely deccro.tive wa l
.

'

~

Thin hopes for success apparently lessened t he petitioners 'disappointment.

If they had won nothing and, in Theodore Noyes ' phrase, wer e

still "political slaves, " neither had bhey become "bankrupt freemen" by

48 Rec, 51C, lS, 17 Sep 90, pp. 10119- 23.
v 49 See Mary Noble Lee, "City Government in Washington D. C. 11
Chauta,guan, XXII, No 2 ( Nov 1895) , p . 169, and Robert Wi~ liffe Wooley,
"The Plunderers of Washington, 11 Pe arsons Magazine, ')( "f; If Nert>-() 'I) 1 I,, Z-3 - 3(,

•

<Ho.. JW:- k 1'i,-,J1., ~ ~ ~ ~

t~tfo - 1cr 51, , H-94 ·11.. ~-.

l
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loss of the federal shar ing of Distr ict expenses.

During the 1890 1 a the

suffrage question in one form or mother cropped up occasionally but without
arousi ng citizens to new efforts.

I n 1895 Fre derick Siddons, a Washington

lawyer whoM Woodrow Wilson woul , mnke a District commi ssioner eighteen years
l ater, prophesied at a national confer ence on good city goverrrnent that

growinf dissatisfaotion mong t he r ank and f i l e of Weshi ngtonims would

'i t10.n-.. "d, .:t,
shortly reinvigorate the canpaifn f or sel f - goverment J B~Aee the existing
system put thern at t he mercy o f men uninformed about the needs of ordin:>ry >

socially obscure citizens .

Sii done miscalculated.

The suffering to be

seen in other cities as the depres sion dragged on weakened t he community' s
interest in political reorganization, since poverty ond uneriploymcnt, bad
enough in the Dist rict, could easily become worse.

Furhhermore, toward the

end of the ecade exceptionally generous appropriations made congressional
rule relatively painless, and mounting f aith in citizens' association• lhl
~d t~e new Washington Boerd of 'T'r~de persuaded t Axpayers t hat , voteless
though they were, they coul d make t heir wants known on the Hill and expect
an eventual r esponse. 5o

!!!_ Pelc £!. Oltizeus >eeeolatious !@ th6 fu-; xd of Trs'de'
The citizens associations were intially u neighborhood groups concerned each with i t s · own sect i on of city or county.

The East Washington

Citizens ft r sociation launched by pr operty-owners on Capit ol Hill in 1871
was the first, but others a;,oeared aft er 1874/and the number 11111ltipli ed
r apidly in the mid-eirhties.

I nllS111uch as lcw forbade the District 's

5o Qu-oni cle , 7 _Apr 95; ptn, 1125}- Dl , JO Mar 92; Siddons, "hmicipal
Condition," !h!!'J! Ntl Confer ence !?!l Good Citv Government, pp. 370- 71; Star,
1 Jen 00; Sentinel-;-:lf Jan 01. See also ~,rs. John ll. Lo; an, ed., Thirty
Years in Washirgton, P• 52li.
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bono..1.ng and appropriat ' ons f or ':>Ublic works were e:xpre~sly tabhed f or
particular project s, e ach ar ea h~d to c o~pete with its neighbor s to get the
large st possibl e

8l1ll1

for itself .

cussed only its o,m special needs ,

Hen~e every ossoeiat i on ordinarily disBut • ow Md acain tooi cs like changes

in the school system or met hods of as sessing property had city- wide inte~est,
and the wi sh of all associat ions to have n voice i n determining how t axes
should he spent spurred efforts to set up a new commi t tee of 100 comparable
t o t hat of 1676.

tn

, t, pt.ein,1006 f>tl:l:edo-bec&lfiie-.i'Wi4ents of tinP•ifeiw

'
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In 1886 a central committee representing eight associations in Washington
and the Mt. Pleasant association in the county proposed a citizens>council
of fifteen men to be appointed by the President and empowered to prepare the
District's annual budget for subnission to Congress.

When that petition

failed, a second embodied ~oyes ' plan for a constitutional amendment.
Although citizens believed a central organization potentially valuable, the
frequently conflicting aims of the separate associations gradually undennined
the committ ee.

It fell apart in 1889 just as the Washington Board of Trade
came into being. 51 Yet the citizens associations were useful; while they had

no purely social function, they bore some resemblance to the farmers ' Grange
and served the same purpose of clarifying and giving foz,n to members' ideas.
;,,_ ~ 1trc>'c
µM1
~ ~•I
1
Tradition has it that~Colonel Henry Robert, Aengineer comm.issione.
!69€),

t:

had first drafted Rooert's Rules of Order to help new citizens associations
conduct their meetings efficiently,

"Difficult questions," remarked a detached

observer, "are expounded with a fullness of detail and of technical precision
that would never be dared before the usual poll tic al audience , n52 The effort
of Negroes excluded from white associations to form their own testified to
the import ance the community attached to these neighborhood pressure groups. 5 3

51 Star, 12 Jul 83, 11 Dec Bo, o, 19 Jan, 12, 26 Feb, 2 Mar, 1, 16
Apr, h, 7 May, 15 Jun, 11 Aug, 12 Oct, 17 Nov 87, l May 88, l Jan 89; Bee,
14 May 87; ptn, 57A- H4,2, 18 Apr 90; see also n, 37; Post, o, 12 Nov 89.
52 Louis Brownlow, A Passion for Politics, p. 63, and interview with
Louis Brownlow, 18 Nov 58; C. Meriwether, "Washington City Government,"
Political Science Quarterly, XII (Sep 1897), 418.
53 Star, 22 Jan 87, 1 Jan 98, 2 Jan 99, 1 Jan 00; ptn, H54A- H7 , 6, 30
Mar 96; Suburban Citizen, 29 Jan 98; Bee, 14 May, h Jun, 2 Jul, 12 Nov 87 ,
3 Mar 88, 28 Oct 99.
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BecaUBe more homogeneous, better organized and possessed of clearer
vision of commmity needs, t he Washington lloar d of Trade founcled in ?1ovel'lber
1889 proved in i ts youth of greafer value to the city

PS

a whole t han wer e

t he ci tizens' associations with their irvowedly parochial inter.:>sts . 1'any
•
a 20th century Washingt onian would come to look 'updn the Board of Trade as
an ultra- conservative body ruled by real.tors for tHe sole benefit of r eal
estate speculators and the bankers who financed 'them. But if, as the
its
Senti nel contended, from/tmt very beginning the Soard was a f ront for the
street rai lway executives, banl<ers, i nsurance agent s and "sprinkling of
real estate brokers, politici ans and the like~ who really governed th13 city,
they wer e of service to others than themselves. ,They showed little compr ehens ion of workingmen' s problems, in t he main ignored the Negro t hir d of the
pooulation, and took a compl acent attitude towar.d t he publi c schools, but
most of t he commi ttee reports from 1890 to 1901 reve al ed painstaking investigation of civic wants and produced intelligent recommendat ions for meeting
them,

/ts t he name Board of Trade impli es, its first concern was to strengthen

t he District ' s economic position. With that goa} in view, the directors
opposed local suff r age, butlbecauae t hey saw tha~ ef ficiently rtlA1z:&J.. chari ties, a sound public health pr ogram and urban aesthetics were
important assets to a r e sidential city)their ~im& extended to re~ucing
pauper ism and providing for the helpless, t o ·~

,~

·

and t o realizing a far- sighted plan for the "City Beautiful" which Coll(ress
t hrough the Parkf and Fine Arts Commissi ons l ater l argely adopted. 54

·-

54 Sentinel, 16 Jul 1892~ Anl Rn ts Q of Tr, 1890- 1901.

/
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,so
Beriah Wilkins, an owner and later editor of the Washington Post,
sent out the letters of invitation to the meeti ng that g11Ve birth to the
Bo-ard of Trade,

His four- line note went to some 200 men prominent in Washi ng-

ton I s business and professi onal life,

He himself had just compl eted a third

term in the House of Representatives as a member from Ohio, but, finding
Washington at once congenial and challenging, he had chosen to buy a controll ing interest in the Post and to settle here permanently,

An indepen-

dent newspaper with a growing circulation should make money and might at
the same time be a imfK useful tool in promoting t he city' s welf are,

He paved

t he wey for the proposed Board of Trade by an editorial explaining that an
organizat ion of responsible busi nessmen could represent public opinion in
the District more f ully and carry more weight with Congress and t he commissioners than citizens ' associations and individual petitions ever could, ' '
The men who attended the meet ing agreed,
Organization pr oceeded quickly,

The charter member s , presumably most

if not all of them the men to whom Wilkins had sent his invitation, elected
thirty- one directors; the next year the number was cut tb t hirty,

The

board of directors chose the presi dent f r om its own r anks, engaged the paid
secretary, selected the treasurer, fixed the annual dues--~, for an individual,
t lO for a partner ship or corporati on--appointed t he standing committees and
r ecommended or, as things worked out in practice, detennjned poli cies .

The

entir e Board might vote upon t he aanission of nPw members and annually reelected or r eplaced tPn directors, but the by- laws enabled thir t y men to run
an organization that soon came to exercise greater power in Washington than

55 H, W, Crew, Centennial History of t he City of Washington, pp,
1.60-61; ~ . 12 Nov 80, ft copy of llilkins' l ett er hl!ngs i n the Board of
Trade Directors ' room today,
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any body except Congr ess and the presidentially i:ppointed Dist r i ct commissioners.
Within two years the District comr i ttees of Congr ess Bnd the commissi oners
were turning to the Board of Trade for advice, and by the end of the century
it was an open secret that the commissioners themselves owed their office to
the Board' s directors. 56 As long,6 as the directors were men of vision whose
interests coincided with t hose of the city at large, the community benefitted.
Not every influential Washingtonian was a director or even a member
of the Board of Trade .

As it was pri marily a business organi zation no
1
minis t er and only one or two university professors became mPmhers, ~
otlteP l'eeteon:, appMen4i¼y kep~ several men eminent in other fields l'l.eWli. joimU

-

fo r exanol e , d;,ublic-spirited ~ pC>rson~s lleginald Fendall , a menber of a

-"an~ able laWYer ~
dePply respected old Was hington family~

~,•1y

concerned with the cit y's welfare,and tho equally civic- minded Willi am Redin
Woodward, head of t he Board of Children's Guardians.

Rel atively few execu-

tives of t he telephone, gas Bnd street railway' companie s took much part,
wher eas several men ~

in Masonry but without corresponding importance

in Washington's business wo rld were active .

Mor e than one Jew participated:

Isadore Saks was a director during most of the nineties and Si mon Wol f , a
l eader in Jewish welfare work, se,..ved on s C>veral committees.
enough in view of l ater Board atti tudes, was race a bar.

Nor, interest ingly

James T. ~ormley,

son of t he owner of t he famous Wormley House, was a charter member, end
WLJJ
three other Negroes were elected in the course of the next f ew years. " .irfie
board of dir ector s never included all Washingt on I s weal thiest men,

~

the

fifty- seven i ndividuals who served between 1~90 and 1901 nevertheless

S6 1st Anl Rpt B of Tr, 1890, 2nd ft nl Rpt, 1891, pp. 9, 13 and~
Laws i n 4th J\nl Rpt, lll°93, pp. 54- 57;Bee2 Feb 01; memo, 23 Apr 00,
McKinley mss, L. C.; Siddons, 111,unicipaITondition, " Third Ntl Conference
.f.2!. Good City~• PP • )66, 371.
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represen,,ed the city's econoodc KllllllXl'Dli:I dominents,

!ilon" side such powerful

persons 11s 'lwrles Glover, presi<'ent of the Riggs n,.n1c,

s.

i . 1:oodward,

'epllrtnwnt store owner, An<i Brainard .:arner, the ci t y ' ~ f'orc1110et rool est ate
broker, were lawyors like AleXllnder T. Britton, exoert on All1PricM land
law and d-0an

or

Washington attorneys, jo,irnalists and edi tor5 l ike Berillh

Wilkins, and .::ros by &nd Theodore t,oyes of the Star, the physi cian and
writer, Dr , "'t Muel Buwy, &nd General John N, Hilson of

552
the Army Engineer Corps.

Just as ~ost of t he profess ional men were also

directors u of banks and other business enterprises, so several of the
bankers :md realtors held law degref's ,

The Board' s first president, handsome

Vel'l!'ont - born !tYron 1-1, ParkC;l", was graduated from the Colu:nbian University
law school in 1876, after holding cl, rical jobs in the Wm- Department si nce

1865 and before becoming a successful real estate broker and a District
commissioner,

John Joy Edson, president of the Board in 1900 antead of

the Washington Loan and Trust Company, was 2lso a trained lawyer,

A great

many realtors were at the same time presidents or directors of Washington
banks and off icials in the street railway co:,panies,

Cont rary to later

popular bel ief, real estate men as such were fewer t han merchants and
bankers, although the distinction bet~-een a real estate dealer and any other
business man was shadowy,

Indeed a striking feature of the make- up of the

Board of Trade dtrectorste was the i nterlocking interests of its members,
Most of these men had come to Washington after the Ci vil War i-nd in

1869 were still in their early forties . Several wer e compl etely self-made,
Brainard Warner, an unknown coun•ry boy upon his arrival in Washington, was
head of t he city' s foremost real estate firm before he was thirty,

at,

the

age of .forty- two in 1889 the founder and first president of the Washington
Loan 1md Trust Company, in the nineties pr esident of the Board of Trade, and
in the interim, while organizi ng a half- oozen other successful business
enterprises, built and noved into a large red hrick mrnsion in the
millionaire section of Massechusett s }'Venue beyond Dupont Circle,

The

dour-looking, wit ty Crosby Noyes, born in Maine, hed walked into Washington
on .foot in 1848, and by his literary skills, his insights ond his Yankee
shrewdne s s , made his way up to a posi tion of si ngular power not only
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as editor of the Evening~ but ss a citizen passionately devoted to
Wsshington's interests as he s aw them.

The suave Theodore Noyes, a native

Washingt onian, inherited that devotion as well as the dditorship of the Star.
Whether to the mmor born or representing thP rPga to riches saga, t he
l eaders of the Board of Trade all had some socinl finesse; over forty percent
of t he;..._
Register.

to?>e were listed i n ~ Washington' s f irst Social

J.l l pl ayed some part in guiding local charities and reform

institutions.

Beriah Wilkins acted for years as treasurer of the citizens '

r elief colTIJ1littee.

The heavily- built, round- faced, mustachioed Brainard

Warner, outwardly the entrepreneur par excellence, repeatedly ~erved on the
(j/'t-0

of

school board end on the bonrds of the Industr ial Home School/\ the Central
Free I'ispensary and Fmergency Hospital; in addition, he was presi dent of
the National Phil harmonic Society,

P

Vice president of the National Jlroerican
fµ

Red Cross l a ter and a sponsor of the Washington Choral Society and ,_9eorgeto~'Il
Orchestr a.

Another Board of Trade president1S. W. Woodward, identif ied

himsllf closely with the Y¥CA; rather prim-looking behind his riml ess eyeglasses and carefully pointed beard, he had such firm religious convictions
that he for bade the sale of playing cards in Woodward and Lothrop 1 s denartment
store, but he gave

fJlJtry

thousands of dol lar s year ly and his gentleness and

rectitu~e madt,'.:~ beloved and resnected for Rore than his Oir istian endeavors.
'1\.i ~ ~ µ
J/4.w!u ~
Cliarles Glover t hrew his i n f l u ~ getting public parks for the city and
into l aunching the National Cathedral Foundation. If~
-,..•.,,,.•.,. ~-;,,l ,
,, .... -1. • ..,,.,..,. _ • ~:n~ oats w:i:1:h Slim l:es 8l:ov- s preeminent i n the 1890 1 s, ~ <!
~ ~
..:av. n were only l ess ready to Ferve the con.,unity. Self intere~t
to be sure, usual!y went hand in hand 1 with •_truism, but accordi ng to their
lights the business leaders of this per iod were dedicated men. And
Washingtonians by adoption wer e as eager a s - - -- - -- - - - -- -..._
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Anl Rpts ~ of Tr and lists of off icers and members, 1890- 1901; City

Directories; Chronicl 12 Dec 96; Po st, 8, 9 Oct 89; Washington Post Hist,
pp. 69- 70, 191- 259, 3 , 401- 433; Washinpton Social Register , 1900.
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•
native sons to work for · ,e,._~

•bejr.g•.1 •

· 11

oomn..wt1Y•

Alt hough by 1901 o.it oi 720 members of t ::e Domd of
a,v,d

~
~

'i'1;::t :,.~4

A"~~~

, ~

. ~ ~r;t;;e~
'lh1~
~i~~ f 4 J - ~
-ll.i:d h
In encour~ ng the citizens• associations, President Edson

i:,_~~s~:ti

remarked, "The spheres of activity of the associations and the Board, instead
of colliding, are distinct and supplemental."
more comprehensi~ : :o~ ~eo~
Board t ~a~ 1 o~

al~

The Board's sphere was the
ub~

t flil ~

t~

~he

zed the Washington Sanitary Improvement Company to build

'vt vJOJ

(_,.u ~

inexpensive model houees for workingmen} ~Board that protested{iigai&it

Cl

taxing county dwellers differently from city property-owners for improvements, the Board that, with the collaboration of the District Bar Association, engaged Assoeiate Justice Walter Cox of the District Supreme Court to
codify District law, the Board that campaigned successfully for a public
library and that led the fight to get the Pennsylvania railroad tracks and
the depot off the Mall.

The organization was intrinsically undemocratic.

When the committee on membership in 1897 acknowledged the force of complaints
that the Board did the bidding of a few members and held too few general
meetings, the remedies the directors sought to apply still left an autocracy.
Yet in light of the abuses of municipal governments elsewhere in ftmerica,
Washir,gtonians who shrank from the mere idea of ponularly elected city
officials had some justification 4ior placing faith in the Board of Trade.
A i>0litical scientist writing for the Political Science Quarterly argued that
this unofficial self-appointed "city council" provided ari. ideal form of local

govhrnment through a "representative aristocracy."~

.5~

.

Anl R~t B of Tr, 1894, p. 50, 1895, pp. 47-48, 1896, p. 47, 1897,
po, 5, 39-Jio; l 9 ,-pj:;7 22-2L, 1899, pp. 21-22, 1900, pi:,. 37-38, Lo, 42, 43,
108-09; Sen·i:,inel, 18 Nov 99; c. Meriwether( ttWas'iington City Government,"
Political Science Quarterly, XII (Sep 1897J pp. L07-19.
'
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r-'igures for entire Tlistrict, hut since the growth of the white oooulation
beti.<een llllO i>nd 1/\50 was only 2,51,5 in Georgetown and 925 in the county, the
PSSumption seems reasoni,ble that the hulk of ~urooean immigration was into
Washington.
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Chapter~
Philanthropy and Welfare Services, 181-1901
),._ _. •I

,.;t Ju.r,,( '\

,,

Although religio~ieel::i.11g combined with.-.civ4c,-pride-and":tnte1'e~
~tion.-to.:produce an organization like the Nationu Cathedral Foundation~
,the extraordinary upsurge of philanthropy in Washington during the last u
twenty years of the 19th century was largely a secular movement.

A dozen

charities, it is true, sprang up under denominational aegis--Episcopal, Lutheran,
Congregat i onal and Baptist; Washington 's seven hundred Jewish fami lies unob:lmusively and effeciently cared for their own; and, as for years past, the Roman
Catholic Ehurch maintained an ill!pressive array of eleemosynary institutions
ranging from St. Ann I s Inf ant Asylwn to a Home for the Aged and the Providence
Hospi tal.

Yet the impelling spirit was not primarily religious; and the sense

of civic obligation seemingly transcended feelings of eit-ist!an fellowship
and "guild"fellowship.

In other cities throughout the western world a
r'.iµ! .f>

similar phenomenon occurred, but nowhere was it more striking than in Washington.
Regardless of his church affiliation, the Washingtonian of wiael:y recognized
standing i n the community expected as a matter of course to dedicate time, andt,;.i

energy ae--we"l.1 as- money to some charity, and usually to more t han one.

As

enlightened self-interest heightened his sense of public duty, so duty, as
•J.. ~
,µ.,.) ...
~ •• ).._
influential-people saw it, for bade indiscriminate ~harity. HwnanitarianiSIII
was corsetted by the concept that only the •worthy poor" should redeive help,
kµ,.c..

a Calvinistic attitude the more startling because little in evidence in the

"
In the 1880 s, if no Washingtonian publicly quoted
.

,Dist]).~ earl ier

years. ½

1

Herbert Spencer, the Englishman's mcralistic philosophy nevertheless left DX its
l. -

~

l=-'

'1t)

iilg.-eee Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Meeting of the Female Union
Benevolent Societ y of Washington City and the Report of the M.anagers, 1844.

,
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mark upon the ColllJ!lunity -e~

n ;'--nrss fully

~ in the rest of America.

Of the significant fe atures of Washington's philanthropy in..,the.-J.-,aat
years of t he-eentury the most immediately noticeable was the expansion of

charitable institutions and relief agencies and the amount of money poured
into them,

During the 1880 1 s prosperity enabled people in the upper brackets

of society to give large sums of money without 8J'eat self-denial, but in the
hard times of the nineties contributi ons to charity shrank surprisingly little
and far exceeded those recorded in the 1870's,

For exampl e, whereas a citizens '

/C'

committee in the severe winter of 1878-79 managed to raise $3000 to supply fuel,
food>and clothing to the poor,

u

.tJ. '•

-rt

,+,.

1893-94 the/ year J>.f-the-panic, a similar

committee coll ected nearly $50,000,

Improbable as it is that the later genera.-

tion was intrinsically more generous than the :an earlier, the difference; in
results doubtless sprang from the greater social pressures and better organized
campaigning of the nineti es; the contrast in effectiveness is nonetheless
startling.

A growing population explains some of the prolif eration of charities,

but while populati on rose from about~ 175,000 to 277,000 souls between
187, and 1901, the number of institutions doubled and tax money spent for
their support and for direct relief increased almost five-fold,

Before 1879,

despite the recurrence of an emergency every winter, Congress had yearly
resorted to emergency appropriations for direct or "outdoor" relief, that is,
for persons not in institutions; thereafter the District's annual budget
included from $13,000. to &20,000 for outdoor relief, Public officials like
private citizens a««,- ,9,ccepted gradual ly broadening responsibilities toward
the city's needy."l,

'l, Star, 30 Jari{t9; Comrs Rpt, 1895, pp. 139-110, 153, Seii--339-1; ·s Doc
185, k. 5sc:;-1s, 2:1-•11-l 9'?, "Joint Select Committee to Investigate ttie
Chari ties and Reformatory Institutions in the District of Columbia,~art I
Hearings}1 p, 157, Ser 3565 (hereafter cited as Chf rgsi )•
I

~

•

~

•
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Chil<iron were , 11bove ~11, tho bcnefici <>ries.

Jui;t 11s the "ashiilfton

Citv Orphan J'sylul"J hnd been the first organiz,ed ch11rity in tho city, so
o"l'lhl"noces •nd "child saving" 'Institutions enli1<ted wi:ler interest and
strange,, f'inancial support th:m ru:ry other forM of phil rnthropyl
· by 1899 they

--::r"' I~~

'-'

l

c._

h i M.'+l <

were receivinc eight times as l'!Uch Money ac in 1879. ~efepg the gi:r gf tfle•
\A:Rf\1)..
1/'1>-'I.
1tt·11J.111 > Washill8~0niens maintain~ eight non- sect(lri 1'n hortes for children

s

in addition to three roman Catholic orphaiagcs and St. Rose ' s In.->ui::triel
School for Girls.

When the refusal of most of these institutions to accept

P.ny colored chi ld over six created an 11cute orohl ero, two more crunn into
heing, the Hart Parr, "chool for destitute and delinquent !legro boy:- ltllll a
temporary home for colored cl'tildren sponsored by the Board of ':hildren' s
Guerdinns.¾ The Board of Children I s Guardians itself was an outgrowth of
the ri1ounting concern for chil<1 welfare,
/<

The )lcB rd ' s predecesso-rs, the

s

t

Guardian Society of the early tt±xtie~ and in the .eigA>'.ies

11

r:hildren I s

Tlranch of the W:ishinrt on Fum:ine f,ooiety hPd fi2ot!U l;,ckPd }the l'Uthori t ~, and
1

the resources to i nstitutionali7e neglected Pnd abused children,

In 1892

Congress acco,.dingly creatPd the Poprd of ~lildren ' s Guardians, el'!nm ering
it to pl ace out or itself to supoort 11ny child whom the courts collll'1itted
to its care.

Under the selfless and public- spirited l earlership of I illiam

Pedin Woodward, a W"shinr·ton attorney, real estate hrokerJ an<l title insurance
company executive, the ,B6ard staunchly ~dvocated placing children in private

~ "
,g.,1..;>1, Jlfll-'f"'jj
~
I~ /JI -1: " ~ Comrs Rpts , 1879, P'?• $ -56, iei-i;,'J:3( 1895, pp. 139-LO, Set 3393:,
J ,iJ.. ;i_OJ,~290, Sez 3930, 1901, .a;rl l.t85, 500- 01: Sez h:302; s Rpt 700, 55c, 2s, · ~.z..
:n !'¥"· , 11 Jt Slct Commee on Ch"rities on,! ~eformPtory Institutions, Part II-_ .-Lt:"
Report, /(hereafter cited as Ch Rpt) , pp. 200- 02, Ser 356~Ch Hr gs, pp].
. 1L6, ~-L51, Ser 3565.
/ '/
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.f'When a well-informed public

"the last to be denied or • • • deferred. 1

official stated in 1897 that no other city in the United States could 11l8tch
Washington in hff provision for the sick an:l injured, he referred not only

-- -

to the number of facilities but to the quality of service. lily t!f'O

atan dm ds,

~ onditions were appalling) At the Washington Asylum Hospital, that catch-all

,

for the helpless without other recourseN IHI& the service

t:tu;7$ was

"little

above that of the primitive country poorhouse of an earlier day.,." bht most

• eminent physician from
of the public hospitals offered effective care, and ,an

,._.

the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore- and .in-equally competent doctor from
Philadelphia's Pennsylvania Hospital pronounced the nursing and medical care
at Freedmen's P,ospital excellent, despite primitive sanitary facilities and
a general aspect of "suffering and squalor.vi
For indigents stricken with contagious disease, alcoholics, drug
addicts, the "mildly insai.e" and the chronically or incurably ill, on the
other hand, provision was totally inadequate.

Hospitals were unwilling to

risk exposing patients to contagion and until co~ressional threats in 1899
to rut off appropriations persuaded the staffs at Freedmen's, Garfield and
Providence to accept government subsidies and build isolation wards, all
~

contagious cases had to be treated at home ..unless t hey"""1anded in the small
poa: hospital at the Asylum.

A Home for Incurables founded in 18A9 took a

fe1, .idcilat patients, and (occasionally , a private hospi tal,J accepted one or two,
but all medical institutions preferred to conentrate upon curable cases of

-

A~ut¥'e n~f e•

-

{),., '"t

Before

I

f!I

,µ
I

rt.

J.

,. .,.,..

a newly_organiz~ .\xd fl eeoeia !Aon,fot

0~-8111all "home .in 191)(), the indigent blind could go only

almshouse.
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bite

Bi:thd

to the

The aged or chronically ill, the "inebriate", the"dope fiend"

and the mentally disturbed, iloe:Cused aelud:c sien eleeuhe:i:te, usually ended up
at the Asylum Hospital where the physician in charge. boo rs

I

pewex less to

turn, Flf!;IIDPP =iw, had to make a place for them in the general wards!"'
1

!_ It Jl1aY be imagined,' ~orted the Asylum Commissioney, the crowding,
the bad air, and the consequent slow and poor progress towards recovery

in marv cases; when, besides, we take into consideration that all
classes of patients, surgical cases before and after operation, chronic
ulcers, S)lphilitic, acute and chronic diseases of all kinds, have to be
treated in the same wards and in close pro:ximity &..it i~ a· matter of
surprise that the death rate is as low as it is~ It t'+_1)

~ -the ehoclci.n& .gaps ,in the
~

~ , , . r-

1119CU.Oa.l. pr'Ogrm!t, "'1>h6..fa~~6rttsbingw

~ e - a r e a s - t t aid cover Negroes g-0t{"ils good

care as whites.~

~ - 4 ""'
• .A
~ ,;..,. '-,w..,...
Help for women in distress, particularly ~ e l . e s ~ - througW
~
JI ,, . •'-""+
.
'he fl!tltlt, of bbe-iP-own, was a third fo:liriof(c1'iar1 ty; to-expand t ap1dly • Although

it rarely extended to colored women, l10--fllatter how "worthy,Jt it slowly reached

1,

~

.

out to include "fallen" white women despite linger:i.Hg doubts about the wisdiDm
{ in.,
)
'i
of lighteRing the wages of sin. Before 1885 the Roman Catholic House of the
Good Shepherd and the Episcopalian Reuse of Mercy were accepting not only
girls in need of "preservation" but also unmarried mothers, and in 1888 the
Women's Christian Temperance Union set itself to join in salvaging tna:t ~lOP

1 Comrs~ J.890, p . 188, Ser 2848, 1892, p . 180, Ser 3096, l:894, PP• ~
102-07, -5er-33li, 1899, i!P:;i'./104, 2.97, 303-04, ~r 3930, 1901, Mt"'JJ56o-69,
-J<l
Ser 4302; Ch Hrgs, pp. 208-13, 376, Ser 3565; Anl ~ ]- 2£ ~ , .J.699, P• 4 ~

~r

8

Comrs Rpt, 1882, p . 297, Jer 2103.

3' ·

/

9 Comrs Rpts, 1882, p. ~ , Ser 21e3-, 1892, p. 662, Ser 3096, 1896,_ pp. :;..-o:r
16o, 183-93, 227, 391, Ser )~97, 1899, -ii:l III, p. 20, Ser 3931, 1901, P• 4:lil, 1#..i
1
Ser 4302.
'- ~"'1-
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~~

(r..P

,'tlflde-sarvi ~" cJ ass, Alllg:i;:tl:y~irls un de» /iu""'neteen years df :gv. The WCTU
M
-~
<AA,Q,<,..,u_J.
Hope and Help Mission aciliqired some- success;.J;n helf:>:l:tig them to become self-

supporting while keeping their children with them, but the nU111ber of applicants
soon outran capacity.

In 1897 the >fission came under the auspices of the

National Board of Florence Crittenden }!issions.

Largely under the aegis of

various Protestant churches, homes for aged women also began to nrultiply,
'->.-J...
a badly needed service in a community which_i,11d-bad in the 1870 1 s (only the
almshouse, the Catholic Home for the Aged run by the Little Sisters of the
I

'

Poor) and the Louise Home for a small carefully selected group of "women of

;p....,... "- ....... ,7'.A

-

""

education and refinement."llurthermore, follo~

the example of the Women's

IP

4-~.J
....... ~,•1,.;
Christian Association which had eegm,(in the l870's('systematic assistance to
I\.

transient women stranded in Washington without friends or work~ saoe1n~er
o r ~ o p e n e d bornes/l~e Young Womens Chris1'ian Home-and. .t.he
~ uen-Home-.

....

Lit.t.le or no tax money went into

81'zy'

of' ..these women's insti tu.W- ;:_..;

1:1
ir-1 ,
tmons; private subscriptions supplied the bulk of the fundsf'.Mr
t.,...,

Ci:)

~r;,, 1r ,.,. , ).,. t~,; ,.~
'

'

lit',the tremendous growth of charities was the most dr~t:!.c aepeot of
0-

Washington's philanthropy

-

IV

i:s tho

laet deca:

..:ti_he community i~red::cr sli~hted

ff\

tk

~qually significan~

~ c n , . - h e , medical charities~

...,,.c,J .,,.1

u ·u >

.....

we!'e

~

.;;J tl~1 lio)

••
1

.... , ,

- tile- century, t he services

I:

"4

'l'he specnal

.J.

,,~

l.h,

,W"l-

'

av":r ~ere cmly, on~ ' x ~ ""'-¼., f!Jo ·
i:J.-L

''

~ ency,public or private, , stood ready to assist/I able-bodied unemployed men ~
J._.,..,..,.,. ,..
~.,
except in the direct emergency ~f a severe winter, and as soon as the weather

~ "Comrs Rpt, 1895, p. 102, S-,,. •J;J9il., 1897, pp. 46'.!£68 ~ , 1898,jJ}IA
pp. 277-79, Ser-3769, 1899, .pp~91-92, <Sei-39:30, 1900, ~ 1474:, Se,i, ldl8-j
'!1..,-.y,Ch Hrgs, pp. 143, 290-96, 301-06, 387-91, 394, 398, 40~h Hist, pp. lu4-48,1,1ft
150, Ser 3565.
.
3-~
\

~

'

~ t0- ~iv-d--'•"""'"'~ l
moderated that help ceased. I n an endeavor to redttee{the number of tramps
~-..f
who moved into the oi4ey in late fall and slept in the police station houses,
in 1892 the corrrnissioners,...--taking 0ve1 a small prlvate charitable enterpriae )
opened

a Municipal Lodging House and Wood Yard where "professional vagabonds"

,...

were to earn thpee nays' keep by splitting fire wood for the schoo\ houses,
'ffltt,.,--

V

>

. '

opel'·11 ted a~ the house was :fo. tx ansients iiiiif to--sa re the oi~"'Y , ,,..., ,
J

1-:'

'

4,8-t>-"'-

b1 oa~, J,he establishment ii: ~.ime det eriorated into a variation of the
'
1J....J..Li
'
.
workhouse. l'ne aged male got scarcely more consideration than the 1l'.l!llil unemployed.
119!1

~

~ '

I
aJ:illsOOIH!e of ne~M1ly
housed some old men

~

f<-.k. ~ ~ , /l,..AJ 11,.; ~
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,were(expected t o f end
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Lll:loedYthe ½:cn.,xwu~"o='k&t.ea ~i nvestigating ~ashingtoni" ·

.

n D-OP1-itt.ing ~P:""l)Ul?li.e- appropriatton_:1 /j>T all! ~
w<" ~ ""'" • ,A,,',{,A.~ '.!., wt' • ~~ ~
homes for the agedA11i nee it seemed "~e
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" ~e .t'1e manyvar .e_r.equired to se11k"th..,J..,5'lwu. " Wl{i:l'p~ - help f<n'-wl'rrte
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c

~
~IW- PRd=ln-lt!refl~wttS""geflfff!eQS~ ' +t(w(is ;onspicuously meagre for colored, 11

a::

....

and eftil:diCifjt The clinics and hospitals by•ens oi'"aegregated wards admitted
'

Ill

N

f-.,

M

Negroes

..
.. ..
~
..

0

~

.

co

~

:;::

foil t ~ ,

.

and the Catholic Home for the

-.~

, .,~
W~

£reely as-white&, and gave colored patients equal:-ly good care, but

M

...,.. J

en

except for St. Ann's Infant Asylum , the C~t holic Home for the Aged, the

N

"

National Colored Home) IIAEI 1eefopa 1898, the-Newsboys and· Ghildrens -Aid Society,
the institution~ _for children and needy women generally excluded Negroes,

r'\

.J..t

°'
<)

~

w

1"',I, ~

.

.

~

.

ff..J_r if

f

Y-eVflleg1 U N mirde- up"""8 tliir~rtne population .ai;id a~ve-ry 'mucll higher pro-

~

0)

J

per'bion of tl!e cl t.y·1 s-poo:r. }
,.,-~e St. John's Parish Orphanage very occasional l y took a Negro chil d,
and in the early nineties the Newsboys and Chil drens Ai d Society accepted some
).• -J,
\AA µ
colored boys, .only--to reverse• ~
(in 1898 when Coneress refused to make
a grant for a separate building for the colored. 1r

Catholics and Protestants

shared t he view of the Directress of St. Rose 's Indaatrial Schoo1:1o1aen- !lhe
exp.3.ain&d1 "It would not be supposed we could mix them ffieio girli/ with
ou,_. young girls who are moe tly orphans from good f amilies." ~ 1'
~o~-,7J Y5f;fj i , .', ~.~

6 ,rl s Mis Doc 93_, soc, 2s,
1~60 I .r-i~
I 3'551 iex -3119'f-, 1901, :I:.J332,' 861
Ser

3565;

,,1 ·
j,

-2 Mar 89, ~er 2615; Co~~T}~ft/}/89·6, pp. 347, 3!"£;
l:t302; Ch llrgs, pp~1~17,f,;,1~ (;h Rpt, P• 42,
Amos G. Warner , "The New Municipal Lo dgillf House in Washint ton,"

,, - ,, ,n-,,,..

1
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'rL.?.difficulties of placing/children
colored
in private homes led the Board of Childrens
Guardians in 1897 regretfully to request the courts to commit to i t as few
colored charges as possible, since it would have to crowd most of them into
its temporary home.

Siltrle11:~1 he restricted resources of the Home for
h, ~ . ~ ~
Destitute Colored Women and Children, supported as ii,,xa.s aJrno~

r

obliged

~ e t i,

1

'M managers to limit the admission of children to those between

the ages of three and ten. l1l though bhe ·sei:n:>etapy eeser¥ed t.!~
~o houser'
.., )
holder will talce into his family a colored child except as a servant and with
the ,inte:i,ln of getting a full equivalent for what he gi"les,." ~

~year-

old )~
out of the Home) c~ . il;,t hepe fM'- 110~ting l,etterf 3 IJ:18.'ri..
~
.
tably an eadless &tre81!1 of them.l'fround up at the workhouse and the almshouse,
.
.
and "because the world affords them no other place, "}\t he Commissioner of the
~

Asylmn nvte~

"tit the end of their terms .they constantly importune me to

.

.

A-

allow them to remain. n14 'ah: µ ond.sa held eli.t by the fo m: Eli ne ef tlfe Home
. ~J..,.;_)~ U~

f~r Friendless Colored Girls in 1886 /~

r-' . ~ . , ,..,.,_,~, .

Launched by

1

a Negro woman when she
~

) •

:>J.apsec\ waitltiR::a ~, yeMs.

discovered two little colored girls eating

L,'

out of a garbage can, t i.e-&me was WashingtonL~ first Negro-sponsored charityp

•

}fut the "band of worthy colored women" lffle erig;l.neJ Jy at -tempted to finance it
~ fu ' ,ff .,._,-1(
failedl to elicit funds from well-to-do Negroes, and the prominent white women
whom Mrs. Grover Cleveland interested in the Home we1a abhs t o raise~only
t.150 for it in two years of soliciting.~

l3 Ch Hrgs, pp.
lh Comrs Rpt,

3930.

15 Ch

100;9-, '1J',

)-862, J?•

Hrgs/4.

310-13,

~r

3565,

~ Ser 2103;

"Ji-91,

Ch Hrgs, po. 100-01, \Ser

.
Ser

J;

3565. ~)3

3565; Comrs Rpt, 1900, _ , 290, Ser J ~65""
.
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The story of help

lJCII

for colored -women was 11111ch the same.

A few

found a refuge in the National Colored Home, and nearly fifty, thanks to the
-ki rd;);imss of the Little Sisters of the Poor, becane inmates of the Catholic

Home for the Aged.

Otherwise before 1900 there was nothing but the Asylum

and the Reform School for Girls, RD institution more nearly penal than

charit3ble.

In 1900, greatly daring, the Hope and Help Missio1,~dertoolo in

collaboration with its "colored mission" in Alexandria to extend id;s services
J

to

J!HDl

unmarried colored mothers.

Incredulously the director reported that

"it has been proved that these colored girls can be cared for more easily and
at less expense than the average white girl.

As a rule, they are better

trained for '!,Ork, and more capable of earning their own living in a shorter
time o II 3,6,-

,

•

r:.J..l 01.. ~ L, x-<-} , U-"-N ..._' ' w. 11'17
-Aie("li'lliain Redin Woodward o!'.-~te- BoaPd-- of:. Ghildrens Guardians saw tae
')

TN: ~_j_,)

s ti1wt.i OXJ i h

,:tj97,

~a

Negx oea ..

race not yet recovered from the effects of

slavery, practically without resources for the private support of necessary
institutions far the protection of its own dependents,
wealthy citizens of the District

am

for whose benefit

oflo~lumbia neither left l~ge bequests nor

~

contributed any considerable sums."
~

.

'

I

,, '

~ n·g- tll:at ~

. ;,

~~

..........--,rl

roes •lft'.l! e of

L

;,,.J-

ens cla:s-s-and-t'-ai.ling to note-that a n~,...-~per class N roe' h~ome

mean& a1r-'bheir di-sposal, -tie r~aled a-po-int-of-view common among ~te--people-,

01,1\,-, ~ V f '
but whites who observed the~alth ~.the upper stratum of Negro society tended
to resent

th✓- of its members

towars;l"the wants of the lc:Mer class.

Ser 2615;

J

I::arge
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gifts fran wealthy indiviwals were~-e- ~
most 19th century cities-.-

w.

a mainstay of charij;y .!n

w ~ ....

W. Corcoran, f or forty years tk&/ s ingl.e most

generous donor to good wor~s )tn 'Ile Biswi:ct., endowed the Corcor an Gallery
and the Louise Horne/ gave large surne to Col umbian University and the local
O:"'-

/)'

''

orohanages and &t-J.~nee co ntributed f l OOO to St, Lukes Negro Episcopal
1
Church, but upon his death in 1888 he left no bequest to aey colored institutions.

. ..

o-U....

Nor did ~ eneration of g ~ s charitable- minded

li.3f,J-" ~t,, _;_

m•.

k

.

~~ .

.

Since- the(Philosoohy -that, e/'Cla t o ~ l stressed charit y

only for the"worthy poor"

~

~~,i~I: whites

regarded Negr9es t>s an inferior

'-:- ,...,-r; ~ '

.

breed of hunum being/ colA-l~i..c...jvstif-!i-ed- 8-lll±nirnum"of' heln for colored

Mt•' .t' 1fl2 ,.,,,......,., ... ·

~'

r'

people?\ 'J'hp question remt>ins of why thet philo~oohy first took strong hold
here in the eighties rat her than in the 1830 1 s as it did i n other American
cities:

~

That it had little currency in the ante- bellum District was probably

. •r n ~ / ~

~ c , " t l f e "homogeneit y of the permanent popul ation a n ~ w
view of public duty which lirited obligations to caring for orphans and
providing emer ge1131Y r elief for needy adults i n winter.

Before the war the

derelicts produced by the industrial syst em and the commercial competitiveness
of the North were a rarity in Washington!~ i n spi te of the i nflow of
transient paupers seeking government aid,. the city had relatively few "deadbeats. "

Indeed the t ransients whose exigencies were for years a drain upon

the community elicited some sympathy and ordinarily escaped the label
"undeserving. "

Sl aves were a responsibili ty of their masters /nd free

Negroes concealed their needs as best thPy coul d l c>st t he workings of the
black code exoel them f rom the District.

Hence, because r ost of Washington' s

and Georgetown's visibly needy anpe ared to be worthy, - - - - - - - - --

·
~

~ charity for the unworthy did not -viw

0-1.A ~2-.•

r-7T- '
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When the wave of contrabands swept in duri~ the war, the Army and

tiorthern abolitionists bore much of the burden, 111d Washingtonians could persuade themselves for a time that here was a temporary problem.

The immediate

post-war era gave birth to wrathful protest at Mayor Bowen' s made-work scheme
which seemed to his political enemies to pander to the undeserving, but since
indignant taxpayers could not stop him as long as he was mayor, he saved them
the necessity of evolving clear- cut standards about who was worthy of charity,
who lacking in the moral qualities to merit it.

•

li)e1.11;JJJee the
••

o-1.

~

Calvinistic

L;,.J.._
concept of ooverty and its attendant ills as a judgment :ffooi-on--high upon

the undeserving had always been latent in Washington,
"

•

~

~v,

~

~

circumstances, -had

)

s~_j.:1:-until-the 1870 1. . s ~ the confusions of the territorial regime)
1JJ,
(!,e'It,
-fQlJ s.,ed b~~ economio-uncel'tai-nt-iee of panic and depression ~ther delayd
'::o o~

ulation of principles,

VJhil'e migrant worker~, attracted by the

District's comparatively mild climate, flooded into the city every winter,
the Night Lodging House and Mrs. Robert's Penny Lunch, partly subsidized by
~ ......i• .,_,,

Congress, relieved Washingtonians of having to choose between ·~

•

atarve,-&.td Jo:thg <1 J>Je11ce tg tb 9~,r

m1i1

~ n

ccnoeie:1a4 / i:t was apparently the

~

'

Rooted per haps in

8'Ubconscious feelings of guild! and fed by the writings of Herbert Spencer, t heoffl!le~
~
aptea tBi Darwinian theories to social evolution, the belief
WVl''"'-1\
C ,{ ,( 's- 1, 1. It c i J. a\$
took hold/\that discrimination in giving was essential to human progress,
~

certainly to community progress.

The spread of that point of view and the

resulting determination to establish standards by which to judge worthiness

(J./A

~

enormous ·prosperity of the 1880 1 s in the upper ranks of Washington society
that brought into the open a philosophy of justifi. cation.

1~,

was the third characteristic of the city's philanthropy.
The ide2. once well-sprouted flowered quickly and Ja sted lo~er in
Washington th&n in cities where industrial strife ploughed deep and unsettled
men I s earlier oremises.

Conscientious .,J-q I l'e11111,dcd Washi~tonians carried

into the 20th century the conviction that poverty sprang from the flaws in
the character of the individuol rather than from weaknesses in the social
structure.

As the moral regeneration of the poor must be the first aim i:x

of charity, so. public-spirited citizens, instead of giving in to sentimental
sympathy for suffering, J11USt bend every effort to teach the poor to develop
habits of frugality, industry, honesty, ternoerance, cleanliness and chastity.
In 1882, a year after Washineton, following the example of Loncxm and some
sixteen llmerican cities, organized an Associated Charities, a set of formal
".suggestions to Friendly Visitors" :i:eette;!!,fto volunteer;!)included the following
inetructionk :
I

I

1. Give no money••• because your chief object is to lift the idle,
ignorant and dependent, out of pauperism, to make them selfsupporting and self-respecting and to prevent their children
becomill8 beggars.
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

2.

•

Inform the idle and squalid of the sanitary laws of the District
and show them that misery and suffering are the inevitable
results of idleness, filth and vice. Make kindly suggestions
concerning ventilation, clothing, digestion and household
cleanliness.

3. Take a gift of a plant or picture or some other tasteful suggestive object of beauty, to each wretched home.

h.

Write out a wholesome economicAl bill of fare, and show how a
little saving and constant thrift will nrovide against illness
and misfortune.

5.

Ascertain what ·each member of a family can do • • • and see that
every one ove:r_ 12 years of age is engaged in some useful occupation looking i:i,ward permanent self-support. ~

l

/ , ,,/

I

lz.

,_,-; Star. 38 Bee Si-, 8 June 81, 12 Apr 82.
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Whatever the r e ception a ccorded the fl'ee advice and t he g1ft of a
"suggesti ve obj ect of beaut y, " tho vol unteer s a s sembled informati on obout
Woshington' s de serving poor which enabled the Associ ated Charit ies to establish

a useful fil e of case historie s .
disappointingly l i t t le.

Oth(TWise the organi?at i on e.coompli 11hed

It hod envisaged itself as n clearing house which

would el ininote duplicatinr services, halt "indiscriminat e ch~ y" and
introduce efficient methods i nto r elieVinc distres s .

I 'l~b

But before ~ i ts

volunteer part- t irie staff undertook to s olici t f unds and disburse t hem itself
and in so doing added one more agency to the sever al already engaged i n direct
relief.

Aware of the confusion over who was t o do what and troubled by t he

lack o f ~nfomat ion abou~ spooificlcolll!\'!Unity needs, a gr oup of citir.ens in
C,l.....<Jir 6, ~

the !"i d- nineties or gani zed a Civic (;('nter pat ~ ed upon Vm("Cifl.c Federat ion •
(Cf'/\i\v.,t,'H:' cA 0. Vt> W-0
l -w,, d
,. , I, ' 5 ~ V j <'I I
~~ The Qinter IIJll'Rpp'.l:ly ves 11 .oenter 0 11l:;y 111 h1ut,e-flfleroontributed ~/I
e,\st
IQ
litt le \to solut i ons of welfare pr obl ems . In t hese years of trial and error ,
~

<

'+ ~ ·

1

compet iti nn between t hP Assoc::l.ated ;;tiarit iea md ot her organir.at ions r an
strong over who was to dis tribute the r uney raised yearly by the cum:da:-ionera •
aonointees to an of ficial oit izens' reli ef commi ttee.

The aitizens>col!ll!lit tee,

after years of using tho polic e as i ts aole disbur sing agents, in 1A9h released

oart of i t s funds t o the Associnted Charities and i n 11197 ~et.ermi ned to drop
~
e,y k<_ IV/;,,€
the ooli oe flS 11ge1"1t e,- use t he A11sociated Chari ties

p p ;ldqgrl,}¥

for invos.Uffat.1.an.

~th&P-i;J'--Oups ect n al J y: distribute the c entral &u.nd?iJJJ'

Effici ency and e con0111y in a&linistering philonthropy were c onstmt
goals.

Since the f. ssociated .lioritiee was unable to bring order out of the

confusi on, in 1890 Congress act i ng u~on the pl eas of t he Di~tri ot com: issioners
cr eated the of f:1,ce of Superintendent of Charities to s upervise t he work of
f~),c\'1 a.,de ~
al l\obe~i-111'11'le agencies in t re city. By l aw a presi dential
,

1'9~

St ar, 12 Jan Ah; Comrs Rpts, 1892, p. 204, ·3e, :)896, 189h, p. 107,
l(ler 3311J Cb Hrr,s, PP. 19- 23, and Ch Hist~ P• 17h, Ser 3565.
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r

appointee, the Superintendent was to be brought in from outside, obviouacy
ensure an unprejudiced view off~/
to /,Sa¥ldtl18Dil:miV<lll:P:mo!lcX!ld; .t.be.. udlli!! e /local picture, lft:ilhoub p:oj uda.ee. hoos G.
Wqrner, farmer head of Baltimore ' s Charity Organization ~ooiety, was the
first incumbent and the first professional social worker to hold office in
His high naticnal standing heightened in 1891.i by his textbook
1
on social workr ¥bi cb for twenty.five years 1111'1 the only one in the field,

Washington.

gave his words weight.
her ~

during the

His primary objecti ve was ito reverse the trend

~

1880 1 s whereby private agencies obtained public

money and used it as t r,ey saw fit.

In 1892 medical charities

drew

58 percent

of their income from the public treasury, the Industrial Home School and

•

reformatories nearly 90 percent, ohildren 1 s charities 65.5 percent; and tem-porary homes over

70 percent

Warner, his two successors , and leadinp.

citizens b ~ p l 'iYaile i'lmde and publio-Bupe!""liei.011 e ui eeT" &Rangen.enb;
et.-le:mnlanket subc;idies to private institutions should cease and a central
board o~a!'i-ti.es should set the standards far admitting applicants to all
fixed
'institutions and allot any public money on a basis of a /oemxaciin sum per
~ .)
~ limit.11~
\ and,_ by applying
inmate. Tl\e !MHl6o111a supposedly would ~
e deservi~
,..
,:;:. 'l 4 ""to
.
institutional carel ..s'imilar "HMf!crd'l ~ outdoor relie1;:llrXlW!<k end the waste
~
of money and effort p n imposters, paupers who drifted into the District from
states which ought to support them, and people whose moral shortcorni~s left
them beyond hope of redemption.

At a time when well-to-do Virginians facetiously

but with some truth called the District ''Vi rginia's poor house," the argument

9

for introducing rigid rules delzy'ing help to no~residents had considerable fr:rce •..( See Table III) .

•

20 Comrs Rpts, 1807, np. 38~, 393-91.i.r Ser .!5ffl, 1892, p. 169, Sex ,096, '), P/ 7
1897, PP• 258, 279-82; Ch Hrgs, PP• 13, 21, 332, 459, Ser 3565; rAIII ~ ~ .2f
Tr, 1897, P• 27; Frank Bruno, Trends!,!! Social Work, 1871.i-19$6 1 P• 101•
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\ .It was not shortage of funds that inspired the campaigns for efficiency
and economy.

tu.though fflTery penny saved by intelligent management naturally

h-vJ,/

meant more money for desirable objectives, e411etichl ng dollm•6'1.n--order-to
wrt!en the re..eh of phi-l:miinropy wue scarcely a consideration at- a11.

Year

after year the citisens>relief committee limited the amo\lllt allotted to any
one flll1lily to about

r2

and came out every spring with an unexpended surplus

of funds, in some years us large as the total, spent, £Gp r el:t'i,f';- ,Bait;- the
ceomittee felt-

To

fu

. ..,/ ~:,..,. ~ J
J
WOU.l.<1 siniply •bfu:96

spend Nore lavis~

.

encourage pauperisl'I.~

In 1897 pie conmd.ttee •;eCTetary, ;_ roan trained in the new profession of social
work, asserted'<-that a large pennanent relief fund ~uld be dangexous once the
t-1 P1, ..
poor, particularly ~.ndigent eel:eired peopl~, got wind of its existence. "You
go to the house and see absolute destitution.
purposes and has to be granted.

The money is there for relief

By having such a fund you take all the

backbone out of these people." When asked whether they would not starve if
not given hel;.,, he replied they would then go to work. Qt""
HerbtJrt Lewis ldlo became Superintendent of Charities in 1897 took a
slightly r:ifferent position.

He opposed the subsidy system because i t

fostere~ sentimentality and pennitted private agencies to devote themselves
exclusively to "the hopeful, promising and pleasant, leaving without suffic1Qnt consideration the idiotic, defective and crippled for whose care it
is increasingly difficult to pl'ocure sufficient funds. n Jt the em,1e ti111e Ile
rut his finger on the crucial weakness of Washington' s charities:

the almost

6oo

r

complete exclusion of col ored children from institutions which provided
excellent care for white children% t Jhile he was unable to alter that, he
fl,\,.
i
~
)l~
ti ~~
sueeecded in substitut:t:ng- the so-called District supply system or the old ~ / it'! i

.

·~

.s

l.J!..

. arrange.11ent of turning over lump su.>nS of public money t o ~
t,i oDSf et:11ex J:6P'.7 p/!IF'ente wen ...in goOllao

I-<'

1

In 1900 sf1)er s long investiga-

tionl3f JocaJ l)PeeedM'elil, Congress dropped s half dozen sectarian institutions
from the list of the publicly subsidized/and~exvi:&t,o,.>y-~

e

~peMubs of et:Ciei:111'!:ey and.centralised~ntrol .~

e .., created
w- ~·
)
a Board of C h a r i t i e s ~ was t o establish uniform rules for orgsni'
,vi..~.~
V. , i-'
c..t-v-l,..,,. • 1/' ~ . J l
zations ~ i ~ public money. By 1901 p1ofessional~; trained a-;;, .i,c~J

social workers~ charge of the Associated Charities' ten branch offices,

~
~
,&ftd" .,.,,_.._.,;..

a mw era of professionalism in welfare work was dawning in Washington. ~ 1('
I'
Throughout the e:i.ghti-es and nineties the theories of professionals and
laymen h:ae coimided closely.
into practi1e.

t.-vl.1.o,
.;.,,-. I

fr{~
/-

In the

But laymen found theory hard to put consistently

ll!8!1TbeTS -oi'
lld:d -&i,gh't;:t.ifs thre~ ~ the"'citizel'!S"'
.
.___a - speReel" of the United Hebr ew Gheri,,t.ies, (

relief committee,) .!!eginald Fend~ R. Ross Perry and Simon Wo~r, reportedk, 'ff,....4_J

t fl¥:

11

That some have been relieved llho were not worthy of relief, in one
sense, is probablej' / Abstractly considered, a man or woman who will not
work ought to starve or freeze, but it will not do to enforce this
abstract proposition. That such ought to be forced to work is evident,
but until the law empowers us to enforce this work we must not let the.-u
starve or freeze. It hurts the community to have such deeths in our
midst. The man who can comfortably eat a hearty dinner when he knows
that another man is starving near him, and yet does nothing to relieve
him, is at heart a murderer. Such men do not make good citizens, nor are

~~Comrs Rpt, 1897, p, 280, Ser )652.

--

~~fi.

-:I:
f4
Comr Rpts, 1897, p. 267, Ser 3652, 1899, -w,.) 285, 300, Ser 3930, 1'7'3«:>
1900, ,s-18 Ser 4118; Ch Hrgs, pp, 1- 2, 13, 21, 332, 459r, ~ Rpts ~ £! !!:, ~
~~2

1897, p

7, 1901, p, 46.

I___

S:ev·

3~/, !:"

----~
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they safe guides to follow • • • • But even should these chronic cases
be left to their fate, what shall be done with their wives and children? . • • We must help them. There is no other way out of it. By
so doing we doubtless increase poverty, but by refusing to do so we
hurt our~elves, our convnunity, our nation.~ 1' e}
~

e sanitary officer of the p o l l ~ <>hared- fl'lltt v;wu 4f Irrespective of
,.._

abstract principles, ~
\------,'.""' ~

Washington sick "without

...~ O ~~ .~ ,-,"~

I f/1('~

-elt obliged to provide for non-residents who arrived
a penny in their

uman to turn them away."

pockets •• · • •

It wuld

~

In defiance of the tentative z ngressional stand

that these people were no responsibility of the District, Off1:e er F'1 rude
ospitalized sick arid helpless strangers along with local cases, all told
I

I

,

90 persons in 1896 alore. ~ ~ivate ci§izens de i:tbtll:oes<Tesponded

>

similarly when confronted with human misery.

Charles Glover who repeatedly

served on the citizens' relief committee and presumably subscribed to its
doctrines(uiihesitatinglytglvJ what the colored press described as "large
sums" to his butler to distribute to the poor daily during a blizzard in

:u\ ('

1899.~

r

,,__., /

,

~

-

4

1'~ ~• ,.~

~'<I~~

Fm 11!,e: J118"!1 ;- a gr,oup oC_Ii'ard-headed business mell) ..peT'Ceiving that
lihelezson1e-li~itions might OOTI1'ribn~
...

""''~

:7J___ _
o~ILA

w:ie '

t,~Jlmman depr~vit.y:, ~anized'""Nl-"
,""' ,

-4-

_.,

,f

If!Wthe Sanitary Improvement Compaey ( - ~ e:'"deeeM; inexpe1l&iv~-...ees wh:!:ci\ "
~OP

f!lll'ilies could afford to rent.- Enlightened-aetl-interest,- not ehmit.r

Bo&l'd o ~ , -the citizens' relief committ&~ the.newer Ci.vie Center were
r,
, .,.,. ..
~

..

"

9-

tt,,-

pr imari l,Y concerned with c~mbatti~e,..high av.e(all death rate th-at-had- Ii
1,.,,.-J. ,t... t • :I
,..... ~- ~""
J .fl. 1J
i:u:e1f the city a bad name.. "'\Ult..implieit in the scheme 'WtlS ttv, idea that the

11) /1

Comrs Rpt,

.._..,,,

I

188u, p •

> l I\

!8'"t)h #rgs, PP•

231,

...._
inveeU!lent.

By t •~

autunn of 1898 the company had erected ei ght small double

houses (li"ach\_of four rooroe~equipPed 'With a bath, gos, hot and cold water, a
raJlfe anti o cellar, nll r entinr -.. from t 9 to t 12• .50
was to he rem1 tted to every tenant who kept his

1l

month.

I month ' s rent

~ ~,...t~

in good repair for a year.

"'hree :,ear l'" l ater thl" conoany r eported it had 162 dwellinro occupied by workinernen' r •'mnilics, a large part of thelll IJer.roj

l'enants appe:>red to observe company

rules , repairs wer o keot to e Minimum,)and cor,panyl8sets had ri sen to nearly
• 200,000.

Is a

prnctical vontu,.e in instilling hebits of cleanliness, thrift,

and inc!untry tho enterprise coul<i be l abelled

t1

however, were l<'ss 11stoun lin, t han the:v 11t first

success:2,,_.. '"he results,
se81"8dJ -tn,,'3MUch

" !'l

the

orir,inal plrn or ransr,lPntinr nlley- dwellcrs into U,e new houres had qui ckly
given way to renting to "t he better cl.nss of wage-earners" in the beliof th11t
"in work of t his chl'l'acter 1 t 1 s always boat to begin at the top. nift

"llaro.cter- builciing" organ12ations, os a l ater generation would call
the '!Q,';A and the l omen ' s Christi an l ssocietion, wer e ne ver regarded as f'Ull~ ,J..." .,,

fledged charities, although the 'II C.A , in-deVO'tinr:--it~l-f t o hf!l~wonen
adj ust th
as

II

Juaa to life in o str ance city , was soro<'tires ec .:used of 1:cting

relief agency ,

~-

'

1\iring t he 18Po •s both , ns i-oci11tions lost much o f their

one- t i me religious character.

The "f!-'CI gr :u!ually relegated Jlible classes and

orayer 1!!8etin" s to a secondar:, place m d built uo its J11embership by 8111phasi~
' t he
zing sociability and too opportuni ty to Mnjoy,
&tihlot.tca in the gymnasi\llll ¥t"

new buildinr on 'lew Yor k &-enue.
1

-ill J 8Q4 \\,/her, no iroup of lifYllM--m·cf'hhed the

~

1M ,~

+,)

Young Wor-En s t ssoci~t 1onh t he ~~n.~ rer s ~ol lowed t h<' sme peneral course,

l QQl,

2P- 2Q, 1r '", np , h2-l13, l fl'l9, n ,
~ 31 •
-..

'

7> ,J-Q..{
-

II
/

/ j /'- ,,'
I

,
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ff..
i nsofar as the lack of a flYl!lllasium permitted.-:;e- -

~

,

_.,..c.AJ<--

1 _.
~ ~

1

The charity or ganization Movemerrt.,(fnt.he latter part of the

...

~ e s i d e n t l i l ues e.xe~~en;l.. ..Call it enli~~d self-interest or

~~rated ci.uc N'.lde~ia e~teai.a~ll!J otheP eities 7 (the vigor with whtch
.

~~~

white peop~e on the upper social levels threw themsel~es into. peso-lvi~•t,he

t

"'-""

I

vee!!!eLs

..

r:ff' -povert,y and want in the community was nevertheless a distinctive

feature of Washington I s life of the dayo

-

/"'-

'..
.

•
·.,'

•
(}!JIPTER
XV
COLORED WASHINGTON, 1878-1901

,...
For Negroes the satisfactions of life in the Oietpiet diminished
steadily after 1878.

Relations between white and colored people worsened

slowly until ~uch tolerant friendliness as had survived the seventies
Virtually dis1mneared.

White citizens succeeded in forgetting that Negro

leaders had fonnerly com,,,anded respect and, by their behaVior, had
encouraged both races to believe in the !')Ossibility of building an intelligent bi-racial colTilll'.mity.

•

The white press, during the 18Ro•s increasing

critical of Negroes' "shiftlessness" and the high rate of crime among them,
gradually reduced other news ahout colorr,ct p~opl,e. t9 ;,n oc~asional face
/£"'"'

<...._

f

~~i.,ly

tM\ tU.~c:.c,\f~

"'"'

.comment on " colored social gatherine:J.,x;,spera'tl.on or ~ust blotta'!).,/
out comp;,ssion for the great mass of bli,cks, •rl=lile.'-M.ite ..,eople 1 s
/

in the career•; of gifted Negroes became so condescending as to be j_nsult~ng
';he more so as the condescension was often unconscious~y the rd.d 7in
a reader o, the white newspapers might have sup~osed Washington had no

• colored ,;ommuriity, let alone three separate Neero communities.

White

people, in short, in the course of the twenty-odd years resolved the
prob1am of race relations by tacitly denying its existence.
Concurrent

th the loss of recognition from whites was a progres" lvE

kss of cohesive.. _
nf the .gulf betwee

-

l.thin each of the llegro communities and

widening

he upper class gro\lp composed of people of predori5.nan ,lJ

1h:l.te blood, &P.'i the lower class blacl?-.

Except as seen in all Negroes•

e:,arch for11 \I 1iteness-~the ability to pass unnoticed in the cro~Jd, the ,:,o·
·,o avoirl hwniliation m-id :-ibuse;"1 ,. comrnmity

t~e sense of a eroup of

•

•
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. people united by common aspirations 1>nd cultural identity had ceased to
exist well before 1878.

The biological accident of pigment1>tion, so

far from supplying a basis of group accord, created growing resentments
which colored people directed at each other more bitterly than at whites.
By the end of the 1880 1 s Negroes in the Uistrict were adhering to the

social pattern common in the deep South:

conflict within the caste and

compliance with or ca1·efully concealed hostility tmrard the white group
outside. 2

But Waahingi,on Negroes at the end of the Civil War had shown

signs of escaping fron entrapment in that mold of behavior.

During the

late sixties and ear).y seventies educated intelligent colored men in the
District, without af,tempting to halt the swift growth of elaborate class
differentiations ) st:•ove to prevent a destructive divisiveness and to
develop mutuP-1 helpfulness and mutual respect within a single enlarged
Negro community; for

i,

time they had seemed to make headway.

The tragedy

of the lest der;ades of the century was the withering of the earlier
promise as tha men who hi>d worked to make Washington a center of .American
Negro civilization in its highest form, s city where all Negroes might

,.__

live in di~ity, abandoned the struggle.
The discouragements besetting the District's colored people undoubtedJy e<;>ntributed to the decline of public spirit among them.
the ba:3ic cause m;iy have been the growing racism of whites.

Indeed

But cause

--·------2 Eg, John Dollard, Caste and Class~! Southern To~m; •~Cl't..
Dnv.!_s 3nd G, and M. Gardner, Deep South; and w. Lloyd Warner, "American
Ca$te and Class," /lmerican Journal of Sociology (36), L2, no. 2, po. 23L- 371.

\
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and effect were intertwined.

Ps time went on, the failure of the bulk

of the city's blsck population to evince any sense of responsibility

-·

disillusioned whites who had once held h~h hopes for the race. That

....

disillusior ir.l'nt fed racial (<Jfscrimination(undennined Negroes I determina-

hr.,·

~~

~

t ' 4 ~ ....

tion to help themselves.

The result was a vicious soiral

0

Whites con-

cluded that ~ost Negroc,s would never make good citizens and Negroes,
feeling themselves pe1-petually shoved hy prejudice further into a corner,
ceased to stand up for each other and let the fight degenerate into one
The exceptions were too few to alter the large
~
l:-<..-•~· /~
4 r,._ , 11.. .....·,

of each man for hir,self.

.

C-~

1v-a,~

:::;~ ~ ·"ftfLi J~:I, ~

~r""'..~.; ~ ~ ~

Changing Le~a~ Status

~

v /~u4. c,,,.f fa,~
~4.JZ/h'l.f l

,~~

- <>

1.

(AA.~~

~ ~ . J :1M'-

~

~

The nibbli;,g sway at those rights began early in the Hayes I administration.
Colored ,-.en in the District, though disturbed over the President's conciliatjon of the Southern Bourbons and though uneasy over their own loss
of th3 franchise, st ill counted on the local anti-discrimination laws for
the municipal ordinances of 1869 ;,nd lll70 were still in force

wi~hin the limits of Washington City, the tel'l'itorisl civil rights acts

-

ctill applied to Georgetown and county as well as to Washington, and the

-

federal act of 1875 was added insurance.

After 1878 violations ocCU!Ted

with mounting frequency, but for the next two or three years the incidents
were apparently trivial or too skillfally cloaked to lead to court action.
The Peoples Advocate, in 1879 Washington's only colored newspaper, urged
Negroes to concentrate on fostering attitudes of fair play:

instead of

suing white proprietors for refusing them accommodation, let them first

/

I

.!f-r~ •-'-:p;z;:;·1(1:;., ~

For uµper class Negroes civil rights were the key to progress.

protection:

/1.u ' f>

~

•
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and effect were intertwined.

As time went on, the failure of t he bulk

of the ci ty's black population to evince any sense of r esponsibili ty
disillusioned whites who had once hel d high hopes for the race.

That

disillusiorunent fed racial hostility ae surel y as racial discrimination
undermined Negroes ' determination to hel p t hemselves.

The result was a

vicious spiral . Whites concluded tha:t moat Negroes would never make good
citizens and Negroes, feel ing themselves perpetually shoved by prejudice
further into a corner, ceased to stand up for each other and l et the fight
•
degenerate into one of each man for himself. The exceptions were too f ew
to alter the large picture.

Gradually over the years any person known to

be "tainted" by so much as a drop of Negro blood found himsel f stripped of

incentives to self- improvement.

The ensuing frustrationlmanif ested in

every aspect of Negro life in Washington# foms the central theme of
Negro history of the period.
Changing Legal Statue
For upper class Negroes civil rights were the key to progress.

The

nibbling away at t hose rights began early in the Hayes' administration.
Colored men in the District , though disturbed over the Presidant ' s conciliation of the Southern Bourbons and though uneasy over their own loss
of the franchise, still counted on t he local anti- discrimination laws for
protection:

the munici pal ordinances of 1869 and 1870 were sti l l in force

within the limit s of Washington City, the territorial civil r ights acts
still applied to Georgetown and county as well as to Washingt on, and the
federal act of 1875 wae added insur ance.

After 1878 violat ions occurred

with mounting frequency, but for the next two or three years the incidents
were apparently trivial or too skillfully cloaked to lead to court action.
The Peopl es Advocate, in 1879 Washingt on' s only colored newspaper, urged
Negroes to concentrate on fostering attitudes of fair play1 instead of
suing white pr oprietor s for refusing-them acconnnodation, let them first

t

62h
file complaints against Negro barbers who refused to serve other colored
. men.

•

Two years 18ter the editor was no longer sure of the wisdom of those

tnctics.

"f

respectable colored lady or gentleman, unless it happens to

be a mPn like Frederick Douglass, John F. Cook, or Register Bruce £former
United States ~enator from Mississippy, is not readily accommodated, if
at all, in the eating establishments, no matter how genteel he may be in
appearance or in manners." The result was "more or less friction between
the keepers of these saloons and a class of our citizens rapidly growing
in wealth and intelligence. 11 3 Still Washington Negroes relied upon
patience to destroy prejudice.

But in the sU1111Tier of 1RR3 e visiting Negro

from Connecticut, l:iter 'described as a "t>rofessional plaintiff," chose to
sue a Washington restR\lrant owner under the criminal section of the
federal Civil. Rights act.

Newspapers throughout the country discussed

the case, partly because it was only the second suit to be brought under
the act of 1875, partly because the argument for the defense had an
ominous logic:

a government which sanctioned separate colored schools

could not reasonably require a restaurant proprietor to seat boisterous
unwelcome Negroes in a dining-room with whites; he had offered to serve
the colored man in the pantry.

The judge reviewed all earlier decisions
~

in local civil rights cases, noted that several verdicts had been adverse
to the plaintiffs, but in this case found against the defendant and fined
him r.500.h

~

~j
~

\'.§ ¥
15.

/
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It was at best a Pyrrhic victory.

It strengthened white animo-

. sities and inspired Dl'onouncements that Judge Hills' interpretation of

•

the law wuld force restaurant owners either to Acceot An exclusively

•

black elientele, or see their husinesst$ ruined, or both.

Negroes

n~tive to the Di.gtrict found that the ironic reward for their past forbearance was a repeated statement citing their eight-year failure to sue
under the federal law as proof that the color line was unobjectionable to
them.

Two months after the Mills decision the Uni tad States Supreme Court

declared the Civil Rights act unconstitutional in the states. Mass meetings
of colo1·ed men in Washington discussed desperately what they could do.
Altho1igh the Court held the act still binding in the District of Columbia
and all United States territories, educated Negroes were angzy and_ the
i~norant were badly frightened, expecting to see the whipping post brought
back any moment.

The most optimistic view was that the Court 'WOuld in

time recant and in the meantime District laws would suffice.

But no one

favoring racial legal equality pretended that the decision was not a blow. 5
During the next two decades local men filed a dozen or more suits,
some of which were dismissed, others won.
•

A Negro lawyer won a case by

proving that a lunch room proprietor who h~d not posted a price list had
overcharged him outrageously by demanding 50 cents for ~ee eggs, some
biscuits and a cup of coffee.

Bar rooms generally catered to colored

customers, but lunch rooms and "ice cream parlors" were likely to exclude

5 Star, 17, 23, 2h Oct 03; Chronicle, 21 Oct 83; Sentinel, 3 Nov
83; Cleveland Leader, 23, 26 Oct, 26 Nov R3.
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them, a source of p;irticulnr irritati on to "genteel" Negroes.

Yet the

"genteel" clearly indicated their readiness to have""'ft4'lHacks denied service.

"

Petitions submitted to Congress in lll86 asked for stronger local laws
•

and their extension to oreas not covered in the municipal and territorial
acts, but sentiment in Congress was no loneer merkedly pro-Negro, and new
laws seemed unlikely to inprove white tempera.

Coneress dismissed all

proposals for racial legislation, bil ls forbidding miscegenation, on the
one hand, and, on the other, those demanding a change in the District
Medical Society's discriminatory rulings.

In the fall of 1900 a suit

against the owner of the Opera !louse for refusing to let a colored man
occupy the orchestra seat he had paid for netted the plaintiff damages of
one cent. 7
Nor were Negroes guiltless.

A number of Negro-owned barber shops

and some hotels and restaurants run by colored men woulrl not accept Negro
customers.

For example, a circular issued in 181\8 announced:

Pension Office barber shop, first class in every particular.
Strictly to White Trade.

"Preston's
Devoted

The rumor that this shop has been serving any

Golored Trade is false in every particular, and was started only through
the jealousy and spite of one

man."

attention to such incidents.

"The refusal is based, of course," remarked

The white press was not slow to call

the Star, "not on color prejudice, but on the business consideration that
the best paying class of customers can be retained only by excluding those

7 Star, 8, 22 Nov 84, 4 Feb, 5t; 11 Heu, 10 Dec 87, 18 Feb 88; Rec,
47C, lS, 25Feb 82, PP• 1408-10, 13 Mar 82, p. 1839; ptns, Sh9A-Hl2, Is-Jan
~ 86; Bee, \ 29-F.ab:; 21 lfuh, 12 Jal BL, 9, 16 Qet.-M,:,o--Jur, 27-ft-qg,
24, Dec 87, 10 Mar~ 2 Jun na, 15 Dec--9h-; 2$71lm, 3 llef l ~-~ Nool,- --2-J
91 16 Dec !29, ~ 1 ~ :s Tl.pt 1050, 52C, lS, 22 Jul 92, Ser 2915•

.

r ,~21/-
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who for any !'eason are obje9tionable to their fastidious notions. 118 f.fter
~-.t.,,-w
the foundini;; of the Afro-/,merican League in 1890, a Washington branch sent

"

delegates to its national conventions, but disunity, lack of a positive

~ .. 11

proermn to combat racism, and, indeed, the l'll8gnitude of the pr~lem com•

~

•

S-ti~~ltr..

bined to strip the organization of effectivenessft ("FsJim Crow

' < > " ~ J . , '""':f
aws began{ ~

W:;: .

to multioly in the southern states, Negroes in the District realized they

were far better off than most of their race, but at the sarrie time they saw ~

_r;I"l~~

that the local anti-discrimination laws had come to be as honored in the~ • jf
breach as in the observance. 9

--:~
~:;;!
·

Chance, moreover, played into the hands of segregationists.

In

~

~,.,,,.,..,.......

1901 Congress accepted the first oart of a codification of District law

but, actif€

•;;ic,ee11at·ia,.a,-

~· .,..,.,,...

t, ....~...

upon the recommendations of the Board of Trade~

left "the second or municipal part" to be revised and adopted later.
Although Jongress specified that existing police regulations, unless ex

~ts

w-~
c....\
'--•-

pressly repealed, should continue in force, a stipulation that meant the
civil richts laws were still valid, the fact that the published code contained no mention of the anti-discrimination ordinances probably encouraged
white men to risk ignoring them. 1O
v1ashington's old well-established colored families like the Cooks

/1,1,4,U>,t;
and the Wormleys at one tirte had W 111 believe that they and distinguished

8 Star, 12 Dec 87; Bee, 21 Jul BB.

8,

9 Colored /rerican, 9 Apr 98; Be 5 Nov 87, 16
~ 23 Nov ~9, ~pJ•'. ay i, ;v,,.,t. •
90, 19 S~p, 21 No~ 91, 27 Aug, 2h ~ 9 l,. 23 Feb Olf
.,. /1(..e.-i.g.,,
/Jt'<ft.A-< '
"i
~ ..,,.,;. rr,.,. /ic.6-"- r....,..,, • .r..,u,f..£ ~ ~~ ~ : , . J XKX V 111 ........._ !3> p,1 ~S "",
10 Rec, 56C, 2S, 2 Mar 01, l)P. 3497, 3586, J6o3; \falter s. Cox,
"ft tempts to Obtain a Law Corle for the District of Colwnhia," CHS Rec, TTI,
127-32; Phineas Indritz, "Post Civil War Or-iin;,nces Prohibiting 'lacial
Di scrirination in the Dist:rict of Columhia, n Georgetollll Law Journal, XLII,
No 2 (Jan 5h), 196-201.
-
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who for any reason are object ionable to their fastidious notions. n8 After
the founding of t he short-lived Afro- American League in

1aJ.. a Washir.gton

branch sent delegates to its national conventions, but disunity, lack ot a
positive progr8l11 to combat r aciSln, and, indeed, the magnitude of the
problem combined to s trip t he organization of eff ectiveness.

I ts suc-

cessor, t he Afro- ft.merican Council, which cane into being in 1898 we.s lirgezy
control led by Booker T, Washil'€ton whose seeming subservience to whites Q,,.G,i
~):.1/.11..iJated Negro militants in the capital,

As Jim Crow l aws began to

multipzy in the southern states, Negroes in the District realized they were
far better off than most of their race, but at the ssne time they saw th.at

the local anti- discrimination laws had come to be as honored i n the breach
as in the observance. 9
Chance, moreover, pla,yed into the hands of segregationists,

In 1901

Congress accepted the first part of a codification of District law but,
"""' tc,. &. ~ ..i~ .r,.· "J
acting u9on the recommendations of the Board of Tradet- left "the second or
111'.micipal part" to be revised and adopted later.

Although Congress speci-

fied that existing police regulations, unless expressly repealed, should

conti nue in force, a stipulat ion that meant the ci vil rights laws were still
valid, the fact that the Published code contained no ment ion of t he antidiscrimination ordinances probabfy encouraged white men to risk ignoring them, 10
Wamington' s old well- established colored families like the Cooks
and the Wormleys at one tiJne had reason to believe that they and distinguished

.,
.'S.a'star, 12 Dec 87; Bee. 21 Jul 88.
~

<1o q

!i, H6"'f",h~o >.

~1

Aw.

~

l~'f~: I

_!../
W Colored American, 9 Apr 98; Bee '5-,H@t 6'f. l ,
10 May
90, 19 Sep, 21 Nov ~l, 27 Aug,--24..Dec~3 Feb..OlJ August Meier, "Booker T.
Washington and the Negro Press, " Journal of Negro History, XXXVIII, Jan 53, p. 65
U
:3 'ffOV-6'1,

e:1:,-;-.-;i:97,-

s.

ft)Rec, 56c, 2S, 2 ,Met
3586, 3603; Walter
Cox,
"Attempts to Obtain a Law Code for the Distri ct of Columbia, " CHS Rec, III ,
127- 32; Phineas Indritz, "Post Civil War Ordinances Pr ohibiting Racial
Discrimination in the District of Columbia," Georget own Law Journal, XLII,
NO'"'Z" (umx,~. 196-201.
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Trade:

James T. Wormley was

mt

a charter member, :?nd ~nee othei=Ne g;:oes

were elected in the mid-1890 1 s Robert Terrell, Ur• .::tiarles Purvis,
Washington's leading colored physician, and George F. Cook, ~perintendent
of the colored schools~ 1
'

D:l:eregard of civil rights as a rule affected only upper class
Negroes, but the workings of the criminal law touched the lives of countless blacks living on a bare subsistence level.

Of those some were

undoubtedly vicious; and some, though vaguely well-intentioned, took to
thieving, drunkenness and disorderliness as the easiest way to blunder
through a world that offered them at best very little.

Statistics testi-

fied to the .rmor"1ity of a considerable segment of the Negro population;
in a community where only one person in three was colored the number of
Negro arrests exceeded the number of white every year after 1089.

The

.t

increase in Negro arrests, to be sure, admits of more than one explanation;
people as ignorant ef their rights as of their obligations were in some
measure at the mercy of the police.

The newspapers, the colored press in

the van, repeatedly carried stories of police brutality.

The Washington

Bee asserted that policemen, particularly the Irishmen on the force,

-

frequently clubbed Negroes savagely when arresting them and, when a crime

11 Advocate, a.sl$83; Star, Ii Feb 87; Edward Ingle, The Negro in
the District of Columbia, in Johns Hopkins Universitl Studies in Historical ·
and Political Science, 11th Series, nos. III and IV (Har-Apr 931 pp. S0-51,
90 (hereafter cited as Ingle, The Negro in J?..£.); Coroner's Maps in Comrs
Rpts, 1882, P• .508, Ser-2163, 1890, p. 8~, oer2R42 end 1900, p.S:Z.6 , Serhll8;J'l"ary Church Terrell, f Colored Wom:,n in a White World, pp. 113-19;
membership lists in ~ Rpts ~ 2f. Tr, 11\97..,- l.89'l, ,<nd lfl99; Colored
/·merican, 26 Mar 98; Bee, ~
• B Sc~ 98, 7 Anr OOe
1 ~ llf P~ 1

::i i) ~ 2.f ~ \.,v ... y

e -

(r''f(

e. --"-·---~

'

I
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occurred, the dark-skinned man was always the first suspect. Officers
"took delight in arresting every little colored boy they see on the street,

•
•

who msy be doing something not at all offensive, 11nd 11llow the white boys
t.o do what they -please."

The individual prejudice of police a,urt justices

was likely then to determine the severity of the sentences illlposed. Perhaps the ntDnber of Negroes charged with misdemeanors and felonies was as

-

MUoh an index of white men's aversion to colored as a reflection of Negroes'

~lvf~

~

.

criminal tendendies. -Wil lim, 0. Chase, editor of the Bee, as a boy haVing
seen his father shot down in cold blood and his white assailant go unpunished, was vitriolic about Washington police methods.

But more temperate

men than he believed that racial equality before the law had largely dis~
anpeered by the end of the century.

wt

Political Status
The decline of Negroes' legal position in the District followed upon
the loss of Negro political power in the states and consequent loss of
influence in national political parties.

Nevertheless political preferment

for colored men in Wash:!.ngton during the lB&>' s and 1890' s fell off surprisingly little.

~fter lRBO a Negro rarely received a post of e:ny impor-

tance in the federal government, ~nQ after President 0Rrfield and President
Arthur failed them, colored men ceased to talk of appointments to the
Cabinet, but until the depression of the nineties began, Negroes held about as

6.- )~,:~/

·7;

12 Star, IS Mar 82, ~ , 27 Oct a7;~a11 97; Chronicle, 10
llar 9~, 7 Jun 96; Sentinel! 15 Oct 92, 25 Nov 93; ~ . 2t' ~.,g, 17 e ei> 8!>,
6 Aug 87, 21 J~;i, 88, 22--,\U~, 26 Bee 91; 8 Jon, :, Seo 96-;- Ii Feb, ~, 1-5-Apr,~
1:2 Ang, h Nev 99, ~ -00; Ingle, The Negro in !?.•£•, PP• 100-101; Simmons,
Men of Mark, PP• 118-19.
.. , -...;_~"""'I~~ ~ ~;.,~ 1 ~
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maey

minor clerkships and custodial jobs as they had formerly.

Frederick

fuuglass, though shorn of some of th.a one- ·time dignities of the Marshal of
t he District, kept t hat post t hr oueh President Hayes' administration, while
the lucrative position or Recorder of t eeds

;111~

....
"

~he el!l¼y l e ~ ! l . t- a.£t.er

o.t:t-tco of ~gf'ster-oi'-Willa conti nued to go to Negroes.

~ President~

I n 1881, moreover,

ted ox- Senator Bruce of rasoissippi P.egister of the

Treasury, a pl ace that woul d call.ti.Htto bo be filled by a Negro f or t he next
thirty- two years.

Both before and af ter t he Civil SerVice act of 1883

introduced competitive examinati ons, colored office- holders feared for their
posts 11hen a new administration took aver, but even the shake-up anticipated
during 6illlC Gro-ver Cleveland's f irst term did not cut t he number of Negroes
on t he federal payrol l; on the contrary, scrupulous f airness in grading
examinntions enabled more Negroes than ever before to enter government
service.

128

I n 1891 out of 23,144 federal employees in Washington, nearly

2400 wero colored; t hey hel<l 337 of t he bl20 jobs in the Department of the
I ~terior and, though most of t hem were unskilled or custodial, 127 ranked
as copyists', "transcribers'", clerks ' or. more reaponsiblo positions.
:r.'e>.'e r than a third of t he incumbents t<ere District citizens when appointed,
but local Negroes in a voteless community had little reason to e:xpect more
for themselves even from t he Republican party which derived i ts nurn.erical
strength in the P.istr iot f rom its Negro members.

Fortunately, once appoi nted,

Negroes rnrely encountered overt hostility frorn fellow white employees.
The Negro third of the l ocal pcpulati on got far less consideration
from the District o::.mmissioners.
the police force

was

I n 1879 one appointment out of fif t y to

colored, none of t'l'enty to the fire departioont.

Later

policy gave Negroes some of the jobs but never established a stable ratio.
Outside the school system with its colored superintendent and 285 colored
teachers, in 1891 Negroes held only .
12a Laurence John Wesley Hayes, The Negro Federal Government Worker, 18831941, t_ Study of His Classi fication Status !!! ~ Dist rict of Columbi a, p. 22
(hereafter cited as Hayes, Negro Federal Govt Worker); Cleveland Leader,
7 Nov 84; Nation, XCVII, 7 ftug 13, P•

llu.
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25 positions above the rank of messenger and day laborer 0 1 3

Cleveland's second acministration, troubled as tt, was ~y country-Wlide lc

cwi1.

+\-2

a\sM,<,"I

unempl~ent, saw a drop in Negro }ll'eferroent
11

Mtd

ot

'~11.1

1lvs' tv

~t

Republican prosperity,

cier

s.

launched with the election ~f Willi811l McKinley, failed to restore the

,,t

tr.' ,

le·"'\ ·i s

~

;57

earlier proportion in spite of the liberal attitude in the TreasUfY Depart"
w:... ,..,,hu. )
rncnt
Secretary Lyman Gage and o\11:s~ ~eCI eGary h mm A. vand~
.

rrme-J

In other departme~

he falling off, if less pronounced _than white men

expected, was at once a bitter disappointment to. Negroes and a gloomily

.

~· u

foreseen development in ke_:fing with ilil!hi,esc:torau:r11tse~a.-lf~e~nQeaa:u i ll\ other areas
q
,
· • It.l ~ \}Ia..A ... ~-- , ., <I
1
of Jlmeri.can lif~$1J-t1 the 1,11ost galling ~ngle pf;evance was the series

,
.
r

of apnointments~e new / resident of Howard Univer;i~111p;ge bet,reeR l ~
,L.._
,.....,, ~ .
an!'lli~l90€~'!J~T!~@n:d~CJ:i:fl
"fl f~l~le~ two out of everythree vacancies with whito peepl:e .
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The collapse of earlier hopes for(Political ~ e g ~ equality might
have distressed Negroes less had their economic opportunities widened, ~
~

-r. . . L,...,.... ..

.

w 57,000, . J ) ~ to
should have -tbid(eo abun

With , colored population grar.,ing from

90,000 in twenty years~
dant openings ,~

seemingly

'--Neg r ~trained in the profe~sions Sftd P9ady to sep,e

theh own peopl~ . G'ashin(:ton in the 1890 1 s h i > ~~

lQl'ge wrps-of

fl.,~,,

p;Pef eeei on..r.:Meii--aeveral hundred colored teachers, about one hUIXlred
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trade and could rarely cater successfully to both races.

The career of

John A. Gray, a restaurant owner, illustrated some of the hazards.
kept one of the first houses in the city," reported the Bee.

11

"He

He first

opened it for white people and was having a success until the Negroes kept
clanoring for a respectable place to go.

He opened his house to the high-

toned colored people and in less than a year they broke him up." Undeterred
by the refusal of white merchants to employ Negro help, colored families
per sisted in trading at white shops.• P..i haps c,•~
n-.i

ct'

..

~ .... ~

,tas-eeei eP there or

the selection of goods ~tter, but a pettler motive, some Negroes believed,
was more basic:

in the city's colored business world the "great impediment

has been jealougy and a dislike to see each other succeed.
;!,."{
,
oJ,

J

"Caterers" were one of the few groups ~ & £ e ly avoid the
complications Of seeking mixeq or purely colored patronage, for the
business, unique to Washington, depended solely upon a white clientele.
Unlike the modern term, catering in the capital of the l88o 1 s and 1890's
meant delivering hot meals twice a day to people living in rented rooms ai'llia
buai aln(_ijouses\ who wished to escape from the restaurant or dismal boardinghouse table by breakfasting and dining in their rooms~
charged from f25 to t30 a month per person.

The best caterers

Those with fast teams of horses

could deliver well-cooked dishes in the specially constructed double-racked
tin containers before the food cooled.

A skillful caterer with a hundred

clients could clear a considerable sum in a year despite ~he decline of
' 1)•

...
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his business in the J!!Onths between congressional sessions.

Since the

enterprise, however orofitable, S11tacked of menial service, white men
rarely competed.18

'Lt, w /

J. few Negroes, du tlit! othei' her\Cl, made Money in fields c0nsidered

wholly dignified, notably real estate, buildine, and selling life insurance

~~
or ;cl1e10s

Ill

benefit and relief associations.

James \•:ormley, owner

of the famous Won11ley House, left an estate of over t100,ooo ~
; his .J,c.J<b~ cl-t,,.(~ ~ ~-.;J,...,...-, ,.,., ~
~ ~ n-- ~~
;'der""'
~
ho~se to put t'fi.e family fortune into the constrHction tusil'J3SS.
~

4

(~
'

Negroes who had owned local real estate before the war and had hung on to
it through the disasters of the Board of Public W ks

w-

.

Bank failure • ~:J:!1!1:olJ

t,c,

a #J_d~

e~ ~

he very well off indeeds District Tax Collecte~ ~

µf,r;:.,..•

John I.". Cook, himself said to be the largest taxpayer of his race, reported ~,,.,.....
in 1887 two local colored men worth e100,ooo, two worth $75,00O, a flour

~

'I"

merchant worth t,5O,OOO, and some forty men with property valued at a figure
between $10,000 and ~2,,000.19
While the upper ranks of Negro society suffered from the lack of ·
the racial solidarity which.might have strengthened Negro enterprises~ the
lower class Negro was directly affected by the increasing hostility of
white workingmen and the reachness of lnbor organizatiGns to bar him fr0111
membership.

i.f L4!>~

The situation,,_in Washington than in Southern cities, worsened

steadily in the District of Columbia. An analysis of 1881· attributed the
troubles of colored workmen in Phil.8delphia to foreign immigrants:

18 Cleveland Leader,
~

PP•

19
89, l,

249-501

Ja1

"Southern

5 Jan, 7 Ppr BJ. ~

~ 8 uan, 11 J,;n, 22 Oct 87 , ~
. 17 Nov 88,
$l9 ; St~r• 23 Oct 84,. 18 Apr 1926; Simnons, ~ of Mark,

~,h

r

...w-J.,v.,,

~
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'
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cities were built by colored mechanical labor.

In this city twenty

years before the late war, it was no unusual thing to find a majority of
colored mechanics enr:aged in all the leading trades • • • •

But Irish

emigration was destined to strike a blow at the colored mechanic, fran
which it will take years for him to recover." Negroes in Washington
looked upon Irishmen as enemies, but foreign immigrants were too few in
the last decades of the century to he a determining factor in the local
labor market.

In the early eighties the local carpenters' union drew no

official color line and one of the two ~echanics unions hnd mixed membership, but white mechanics made life for their colored fellows miserable i n
a dozen minor ways.

By refusing to accept colored apprentices, the unions

gradually excluded all Negroes.

A colored. lodge of the Knights of Labor ,

organized in 188h as the Thad Stevens /lssell)bly, fell apart even before the
Haymarket tragedy in Chicago two years later uooermined the national
brotherhood.

In 1886 a Negro waiters' union appears d, but its ineffectual•

ness was painfully obvious.

Within a decade colored men found that· occu-

pations "which by common consent were regarded as belonging to them such
as barl,Jers, waiters and the l i ke are now being monopolized by the whites. "
Even in :ll!lta: domestic service -white women at higher wages were replacing
Negroes, Booker T. Washington's exhortations from Alabama that Negroes should

think less about political equality and mare about acquiring competence as
workers fell on sterile soil in the District.

1-'Pn here afl'eed that economic

independence was important to the race but thought it unattainable by hard
work alone. 20

, ~~111
~}

-

e0r(;r8

20 Advocate, 25 'he 66,, J.!;' Sep 83-, 2u Sep 81; e;i, t.p!'. 8e("[tar, 1'0, l :J,,
J al! 7:1, 17 Dec 81, 26 J'.11 85; SilTlllons, !·•en of Mro-k, pp. 270-72; ,e, 9- J llft-) '
22 D:.n 8:3_,. 27 f'ep 84, 8 May-!16, 15 JM,"""]3 Oct, 12 Nov 87, 4 May 9, 19 Oct
95-,- .J. J an 97,...-6 Oct 9&, 30 Jun 00; Sentinel, 30 Mar 89.
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Negro newcomers such as Frederick Douglass, Blanche K. Bruce and Dr.
Augustat"could Pnjoy some rights not specifically protected by law.
Good manners, professional status and money should make them acceptable
residents of ;my neighborhood provided they did not obtrude themselves
soci ally upon white people.

But cultivated Negroes, even those who looked

almost white, discovered in the 1880 1 s that each passing year made it
harder for them to purchase or rent comfortable houses without paying
exoi-~i tal\t

prices; by the 1890 1 s, they could rarely buy at al in I a.
C ~•

conveniently located orderly neighborhood.

<:11

~ I I'\ (I,

Hary Church Terrell'.s ells

½,, h1 1 ?,

of endless humiliations in the course of her house-hunt. Yet her husband
):. •

was a

~

laude graduate of Harvard, ~

,.

. .,._

l

eted-1:ewyer(imd after 1897 a

W 0"( ],\
J

member of the Board of Trade, and she herself was a graduate of Oberlin
and one of two women before 1900 to be aooointed to the School Board. ll
..
in the Peventies ~
in Rising rentals hastened the exodus of Negro householders who/nad,
e ,rly
. , /J
t1~ k~ l' S
lived along 16th street two or three r/g.J:cks above Lafayette Square and

,~°'

out be;vond Scott Circle,

f,s

the real estate boom in Northwest Washington

gained momentum,colored oeople moved farther from the center of the city.
Whether sheer economics or, as rumor h2d it, combinations of real estate
•

agents kept respectable Negroes /from Moving into desirable localities,
the result was the same.

It did not mean that clear-cut solid black belts

arose outside of which Negroes/ could not find housing; on the contrary,
some intersprinkling of white and Negro dwellings cont inued and still
exists in mid-20th century.

fut by 1900 upper class Negroes perceived

that the barrier of caste which seemingly had weakened in the late 1860 1 s
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.Eduol!!'tionn"l ~stus--an4 ~ l-ONKl,..5eb<>Ms

To combat ~

~

~iscriminatory ~

I'

I

:IM.l. :les

ol'.- trade unionf , "the curse

of which has more than an,y other, fettered the energies of the colored

r

people," and to male~ civil rights iiewe- efiee1ii~, non-segregated schools

1

seemed to some Negroes the first essential; only ·early association of the
races would induce a "more generous spirit" in white men.

Unfortunately

for the proponents of m:i.md schools, the opposition of other Negroes
strengthened as the colored school system expanded and the number of teaching
posts grewo

The Wcst,'oe of.. Jl co~grefl _hi,.gh school, and, the1~ ~

w-

~

,,.,

~ :;I_~~

Miner Normal School) :llo Negroee-in- ~
IV"....

!,f,,-;J.-,._

of~'-<
~

f"a year before a white high school

0

was established, .uneePol!'II the integrationists• contention that the white
_schooJ~;,J:i,nv-arie ~

~ ~ovided

vee- a -d:tsproporttonate share of the-annual. bQdget

a quality cif education far super:i.or to arwt,hing available in

the colored schools.
the school trustees

The question cSMe to the fore in 1881 and 1882 when

,,.j..,.h
'l{0l'e

,-_.,_.A

subjected to sh~ criticism for -aU.o~ two or

.

Iv

three very light colored children to attend white schools • .,: Negro advocates
of separate systems insisted that more money and ,be.tter quelif~-Negl:o
trustees less prone to toady to whites and less ready to show favoritism
would correct every shortooming in the colored schools, 21 ;rhe star, i-tt•

1882 nocfoubt voi cing- the opinion of most of its reade~, decl.ared t.h•
(V

•

~ "'e'l:!tion of school integration,_ "purely sentimental;" , ~ :
There is a small sprinkling of colored children in the white schools,
but for the most part the colored people .prefer to have their separate
school organization with a superintendmlt and teachers of their own
,fl

t14
~ tdvocate
20 Hay 82; Bee,
21 Nov 85;

-f
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,,,

_,

race; just as they prefer to maintain their o,m distinctive organizations and benevolent and soci~l associations. The colored schools
get their full share of school moneys; and in proportion to numbers
are supplied with better school ~ccommodations than the whites. ·For
various reasons the colored children get on better in schools of
their own. One is that they are spared the disadvantageous competition
with white children of their o,m age who have had greater opportunities
at home and elsewhere for advancement in their studies. Again were
the schools to be merged it would necessarily throw 165 colored teachers
out of employment, as it could not be expected that the 'White school
popul.8tion of the District--outnumbering the colored about two to one-should give up their teachers to make room for colored teachers.
Under the present system the schools of Washington, both white and
colored, are prospering in a way to give them a national reputation
as among the best in the country. Better let well enough alone 0 22
Congress remained immune to the pleas of integrationists and after 1883
most of their complaints subsided about injustice in the distribution of
school monies. 23
Conscientious members of the school board could not fail to realize
that money alone could not make .the colored 'schools equal to the white; too
many

colored children, as the Star noted, cmrie from hoMes without the

necessary backgroo.nd. 24 'l'he comparative figures on adu;Lts unable .to write
suggest the handicap under which the children of hundreds of Negro parents
labored:

22 Star, 22 Feb 82.
23 Williston Lofton, "The Development of Public Education for Negroes
in Washington, D. C., A Study of Separate hut F.qual Administrations," pp.

175-76 (ms dissertation, American Univ, hereafter cited as Lofton, "Separate
but F.qual").

24
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83, 17 Hay
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,
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Illiteracy of Persons 21 Years of Age and
Over in the District of Columbia 25
White
Colored

188o

1890

59.3

39.4

s.t

2.67

1900

1.86
30.1i1

From the mid-188o•s onward one group of colored people argued that vocational training was a wiser goal for the Negro schools than a more literary
education;

f.

curriculum like that of the white schools should wait until

the econorn:'.c level of the average colored family had risen enough to enable
Negro children to benefit from purely academic courses.

In the 1890 1 s

Booker T. Washington, by then head of the Tuskegee Institute, began to
popularize that thesis among white people who,. &J!f!M"er~iJ;~liuioao 0£ i l!c

ri-aat. co141ot.a:tio1;e, saw in it an answer to the problem. of creating a
permanent docile working class.

I~ _Washington contrary-minded Negroes,

although believing the plan equivalent to giving up the fight for racial
equality and accepting a posi tion of inferiority for decades to come,
gradually abandoned the campaign for integrated schools.

After 1900 that

issue dropped out of sight for nearly two generations. 26
Meanwhile Negroes who were determined to develop an independent
school system paralleling the white in every particular watched every move
of the school board, particularly the colored members.

H:ypersenaitive as

most colored men were to sny possible slight, they criticized school administ ration so constantly that Jldmiral Baird, president of the board of trustees

2

5 Te~!:!_.~. Census, 1880, Population, pp, 916-25; Twelfth !:!_.~.
Census, 1900, Population, II, pt II, 22- 23, L24-25, u34- 35r ~)1.tA-r.,,.,fg</],
"c

~

,

26

~

2e Feb4l?, 11 Feb, "3 11m 68, "28 Aug 97, 22 Oct 98, 22 Dec

?Ot@ vocate, 15 Sep 8)} Lofton, "SeJ;'Elrate but Equal," pp. 185-186.
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in 1899, resigned in protest at Negroes who were "never satisfied 1127 The
0

fact was undeniable that salaries were nearly 10 percent lower and teaching
loads slightly heavier in the oolored than in the white schools.

At an

snnaul salary of i 750 a colored high school teacher earned $74.54 leas than
hlis white counterpart, and the dif.ferential for gr81!111lar and primary grade
teachers was as great or greater.

In 188o white classes averaged 52;2

children to a teacher and the colored averaged 54; in 1890 the ratio stood
at 40.9 and 46. 7 respectively and in 1900 at 37.l and

36.5.

Otherwise

the two systems ran generally parallel. The white teaching staff of 300 in
1880 grew to 530 in 1890 and to 857 in 1900, while the colored expanded from
158 to 265 and by 1900 to 426.

The District had far too few schoolrooms,

especially for the primary grades in which most children had to get all the
schooling they would ever have, but hali'-day sessions at the end of the
century were more common in the white than in the colored schools.

Further-

more, in spite of Negro complaints about favoritism in teaching appointments

•

and incompetence on the part of George F. Cook, the colored schopl superintendent of thirty years' experience, the Negro schools msde a good showing.
Al.though some evidence pointed to lower standards in the colored gr1de
schools than in the white, in examinations gi'l--en all high school students
in 1899, the colored high school scored higher than either the Eastern or

the \,astern white high schools.

But when Congress, disturbed by the

barrage of criticism of the District's schools, reorganized the entire

~

, ~JI iiti f'f, !f3 -'Jo 1-J t ~ 'J't1 ') 7 5.,. '17;
27 ; . ~-1:7,ig""T9; 21--.Ju.l ,&3; Bee,, 21 Jul 83, 17 May, 5, J:2,
~ ; ptna, S54/I-Jl9, n.d., S56A-Jl4, 6 Apr 00;
Lofton, "Separate but Equal," P• 187.

~Jw.._..m.., .J.2, --19
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administrative ,;cheme by replacing the board of trustees with a sevenmember Board of Education empowered to appoint a single superintendent
for all t',e schools, most Negroes were well pleased.

They evidm~ly believed

their schools would gain more in efficiency than they lost in prestige by
h;·,ring a white man put above the colored assistant superintendent. 26'
Unhappily, however good the education available to Negro children,
relatively few of them stayed in school beyond the fourth grade, and of
those who finished the eighth grade still fewer went on.
ticularly true for boys.

This was par-

"The fact is," remarked the Bee, "there are

inducements to keep white children in the white High School. • • •

Our

j3).}..

colored citizens should see to it that some effort be made to keep their
boys in the schools."

)'t tf¼._,.

Quite apart from their poverty, the seel!ti.ng futility

1

of acquiring more than an acquaintance with the three r's deterred a great
many

Negro families from making the effort.

They saw well-educated girls,

barred from suitable occupations by an infleXible caste system, drift into
the life of the demi-monde and Negro college graduates forced for want of

!,~

29
somet_h.~11bette~ tq take j ~. o
as,..wsiter
b b s s and hotel '!:?ell boys.
J t/"""~
~ --.-·, _.,2, ~ 71'.l. jf.7 ~ ...,.
~ .....,. /I~~ ~ ,..., .. ~ ,....,_I<.&{-'-/-'~ o..,.,.J. <tfv. ~ .......,....
.... ~ J ,,..(.,.,.(_ fa-"-~ • :i- h V
~ Class Struct1]re
Long before it became obvious that public schooling was unlikely

I i,t ~ j '5'" (/k_J_j tG' 'J

•

•
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Washington, )!:e ~ Slavwy, P• 91; Ingle,~ ~egro in£.£., pp. 3u-37, 163;
Sixth Annual Rpt Bd of Trustees, p. 152; Rpe, 1 92, p. 17; Rpt Bd of
Education, 1901, pp. 140-43.
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to elevate greatly the general level of Negro society, Washington's Negro
aristocrats had begun to detach themselves as completely as possible from
the Negro rank and file; for their o~m reassurance they must sharpen Negro
class distinctions whether or no white peoole recognized them.

In other

cities also educated colored men defended the thesis that the social
equality of all Negroes was a concept destructive to racial progress.

In

Washington, the withdrawal of the elite, perceptible in the 1870 1 s but
\,•

increasingly noticeable thereafter, created long-enduring hostility.9l In

\_

1880 a letter to the Advocate declared Frederick Douglass, John F. Cook
and one or two others to whom the community had once looked for leadership
"have shain conclusively how little they care whether other colored men
Co,\v1n
sink, as long as they swiJll. 11 WjJliem Chase of ·~he ~ . not himself one
of Washington's "first families" but occupying a place in the upper bJtackets
of the rank just below, alternately defended the aloofness of the "exclusive
set" and attacked it for s snobbery which he believed originated in the
determination of the Lotus Club after 1863 to force contrabands to keep to
themselves.

Later societies undertook to heighten that snobbery.

Non day Night Literary is a cast organization, 11 wrote Chase.

"The

"There is 1T1ore

intelligence excluded than there is in the association. • • there are few
holding clerkships who belong to the Monday Night Literary. Messengers,
watchmen and laborers are excluded." Members had ceased to give New Year's

I

I

Day receptions because they did not want to iooet "objectionable upstarts."

colored people than there is among the white against the colored. n A
petition of 1896 complained to Congress that only daughters of "the favored

, __

i c;,4i

The Negro press repeatedly insisted "There is lllOre discl':i.mination among the
/

:t'tO
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few" were admitted to the colored normal school.

"The would- be leaders

• •• John M. Langston excepted, have taken no interest in the general
welfare of the masses of our people; political office by all means, a.t't,er
that, their wish is total exclusion from their race and to be white."30
Yet most of thit small group composing the highest circle of Negro society
were indeed nearl;y white, and many of them had personal distinction as
scholars, office- holders and professional men.

They were certainl;y cul-

turally closer to the 'White community than to the lower class Negro.

In

displaying an ungenerous attitude toward their inferiors, they were beh~ng
little differently from most self-made white men who reached positions of
eminence in the face of enorrnou~ obstacles.31
In 1883 the Sentinel, Washington's Gerrnan-PJ11erican newspaper edited

'

by a former abolitionist, presented t he tolerant white man's view of the
Negro's position:
The colored people of Washington enjoy all the social and political rights that law can give them, without protest and without
annoyance. The public conveyances are open to them, and the theatres,
the jury box, the spoils of party pqwer are theirs. Many of these
men are wealthy• • •
But the color line is rigidl;y drawn in what is know as society.
Wealth, learning, official place, give no oolored family the right
or privilege of entering the best or the commomst white society on
terms of equality or enduaance. In this respect the colored race
lives as separate and exclusive a life as in the d~s of slavery,
✓

,
8

11.)

fM"'~

1

.30 Advocate, 4 Dec 80; Sta 11 May 80; Bee, 2 Feb.{84, ,..2 Jan, 17, 24,
31 Jul, 18 Sep 86, l.. Jan, 30 Apr 7 T -26-T'eb, 11 Hay, 20-.fuh "l)l, 16 Jsu 91,,c.,,,.{
l:6..Sep- 99, 17 Nov OO,i?.19, fan,-25 Feb Oi; ptn, H5L.A-H7 .6, 2 Jun 96.
)

3l See cuts acoompanying the articles on Washington Negroes in
Sinunons, Men 2f ~ ; Richard Bardolph, "The Distinguished Negro in .America,
1770-1936," i\Jnericsn Historical Review, LX, No. 3 (-Jipr-i.955), Pl'• 527-47 •
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many minor clerkships and custodial jobs as they had formerly.

Frederick

Douglass, though shorn of some of the one-time dignities of the Marshal
of the District, kept that post through President Hayes• administration,

,

lihile the lucrative position of Recorder of Deeds ..af!d the ~~ l ess,
; t
2,..--. I ~$- I 1 ~ >ft.X:. I'11),. '~~
sou.ght af'ber office ef ll ee:i.steP of Wiil::1:8 continued to go to Negroes. ( Botl')I
~.

Pt--~

before and after the Civil Service act of 1883 introduced competitiv.e

ff

..,.

fv«
~"' ,j

eJCal!linations, colored office-holders feared for their posts when a new

"'l

\ i

administration took over, but even the shake~up anticipated during Grover/ ,,_ /~ '-

,'!!J'

\ ~~n§
r o
h
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y-, ......... • ,.i-......1\: ci ~
federal payroll;; /\In l 91 out of 23,lllll federal employ es 'in Washington,
Clevelan!~~~rst ~enn ~

: ~~

~

~ r ~~ /8
;t.~Q

b~

""

ree,i, 25-00 end 3000 were colored; they held 337 of the 6120 jobs in

Ir~..,~..,,

the Department of the Interior and, though most of them were unskilled or
custodial, 127 ranked as copyists', "tnmscri bers "', clerks I or more
responsible positions.

_,.

'

Fewer than a third of the incumbents were District

citizens lihen appointed, but loclll Negroes in a voteless community had
little reason to expect more for tl'Bmselves even from the Republican party
which derived its numerical strength in the District from its Negro members.
Fortunately, once eppointed, Negroes rarely encountered overt hostility
from fellow lihite employeea.A,The Negro third of the local populat ion got
far leas consideration from the District commissioners.

In 1879 one

appointment out of fifty to the police force was colored, none of twenty

to the fire department. Later policy gave Negroes some of the jobs but
never established a stable ratio.

Outside the school system with its

colored superintendent and 285 colored teachers, in 1891 Negroes held only

.....
,.,.
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and as a drop of ffrican blood was once held to make a man a negro,
so now it taints him and makes an immutable barrier against social
recognition.
ff.x-Senator 'fllanche K, Bruce, Washington's leading NegroJ lives
in a handsome house that he olms on M street. It is richly furnished
• • •Hrs, Bruce is a handsome woman, with not a suggestion of her
race in her face, and whose manners are regarded as the consw.mation
of ease, grace and courtesy. She dresses as richly and handsomely
as any woman in the city. In official circles Mr. Bruce ~!' received
;in courtesy and as ~ political equal, but there 'tl,Jt. line:Brawn.
I l
'
¾
" ,j
cl..... Q.
Frederick Douglass, the most influential .Negro i~white llla:foT l~ )a~
~
unpopular among his own people~ "He is regarded as guilty of the same \

~

sins toward the colored men of which he accuses the whites, nanely, refusal

to recoiize them or have personal relations with thepi." \31,1t ~ ..... ,,.I
&.i,
"°\ IA.
.S~
'c:.. .l,; :.:,u . ~ Jfl>.,. c,.~I;.~-,\. o L, ...
7'..o ~ll4.h .IM. tC,.1.. N¼ro
her Negroe!!).Considered t ~ exclusive set not go~d eribugh for 11-AQM 1~114<
-~~e. ') ~ v-. , ~ ,: ,rJ ..1,~
•
,i N q,• l oo 4y li_.,..AN\ c,.
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own race, but the next lowE\1' rank ._was equally r ~

whites and too good for ~

I~

disdainful of the class below.
1110~

slor';e.
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"They are well dressed, seem to prosper and are happy.

For

the great bulk of the colored population--the servants, laborers and the

1.1-~~
.I

'(t'

ftiA.

poor--they have sympathy, but have no more social relations than a white
family would."

Those at the base of the social pyramid "in the main . are

thriftless, living from hand to mouth; happy if they do nothing, happy
if they get a job.

Their social instincts are gratified by the organiza-

tion and maintenance of societies of all sorts, benevolent, patriotic, smcial
and economic,

There are nearly one thousand of these organizations, sup-

ported almost entirely by the laboring colored people 0 1132
That portrayal, if fitting the Washington of 1883, was too simple

32 Sentinel , 22 Dec 83.

1

the second st'ratUJT, .Wi¢ gv'41R~ -

tE,•

r,v ,
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white people applauded hiJll, his own people accused him of sycophancy and
putting on airs.

The New National

~

had never taken that line, and the

Peoples .Advocate, which ceased publication in 1884, pursued it far less
•

than the ~ .

The Bee, never wholly coosistent in its point-of- view,

indulged in more sweeping condemnations of individuals and organizations
the longer it ran.

Perhaps its publisher found the paper sold better when

it concentrated upon scandal and lllalicious gossip.

A c00111ent on a problem

affecting the welfare of Washington as a whole was an utmost rarity.
mendation of any Negro was only less unusual.

Com-

Small wonder that few

colored people were ready to expend themselves for others; the reward would
be hostility, not gratitude.35 -

Negro Charities

!fil!! Self

Help

Booker T. Washington, after same months at the Baptist Weyland
Seminary in 1878-79, decided that Washington was no place for a Negro who
wished to dedicate his life to helping his race; here false standards and

selfishness predominated.

Among illlmigrant minorities and among the Jews

in the District, a sense of group solidarity produced mutual helpfulness,

in spite of internal jealousies.

Not so among Negroes.

While the pressures

of caste which kB pt the gifted colored man from moving as far upward as his
talents would otherwise permit explained this contrast, the result was

3"

d8111aging to every Negro.

A Philadelphia journal observed that Congress

was naturally disinclined to do anything for Washington's colored people,

It~· b ' " I>->"-' I· •
'
35 Bee, ~7 Jul 86,- 28 Apr, 15 Ded 81>, 8 Jun 89, 17 Nov oo, 23 Mar,
27 Apr 01; ~ , Jesse Lawson to Booker T. Washington, 6 May 02, Booker T.
\•iashington mss (L.C. ) _, F., c , •

~ C, ~ ~o~J
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since they perennially made thP.J!lselves a laughing stock:

•

If there is to be an hncipation demonstration; if a principal
or trustee of the public schools is to be appointed, or if a ball is
to he given to entertain the visitors from the states to Presidential
inaugural ceremonies, pandemonium. at once breaks loose and rival
factions begin to clamor for recognition claiming that this one's
father was a harse thief, that one doesn't know who his father was,
another was not married when he should have been, another is too
black, another is too light and therefore does not represent the race,
another does not belong to the best families and still another is an
inter],o_per wh> "jest d ,..apped f'rom God knows whar and nobody here
knows',nis people is. 11 31
~(--The minority to whom that characterization did not apply suffered
from it as much as did the vulgar and ignorant.
Who of our so called colored representative men Casked the Bee
in 188j} can point to a single thing of a public character beneficial to the colored people established and fostered by them? To
their shame and to the humiliation of the race the record is a
blank, and with all our boast about our wealthy and representative
colored men the race is dependent upon the charity of whites for
that which should be looked after by our "representative colored
men. n What the Degro race wants is less eloquent talk and more
practical work.3~
Similar comments recurred throughout the 1890 1 s.

"If you talk to our

people about an excursion down the river in August, ar a cake walk in
December, they will listen to you and will no doubt purchase several
tickets. • • •

There is a large per cent of the white population, in this

city, ready and willing to help almost aey colored enterprise.
fault is the colored people will not help themselves."

The great

The mutual benefit

6
3 Booker T. Washington,!!£ From Slav~ pp. 88- 90; Cong Globe,
hl.C, 2S, 28 Jan 70, p. 8L2. See alsoingle,::___ Negro in ~•.Q., p. 109.
3

7

Philadelphia Odd Fellows Journal quoted in Bee, 23 Feb 01.

38 Bee, 15 Jan 87.
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societies in which much of the sooitl life of working class Negroes centered
contributed a little to the relief of distress, but most of the funds went
for elaborate f'unerals rat her t han help for t he living. 39
The assertion that well- to- do Negroes never lifted finger for the
needy was, of oourso, an exaggeration .. . J ohn F. Cook, for years an active
me~ber of the citi zens 1 relief OOrll'littee, was also a trustee of the Home for
Destitute Colored Women an'.! Chil dren, while a do zen public- spirited Negro
women served on the board of manageresses.

I n 1885 a member of the Berean

Baptist Church, after organizing a Church Aid Society, founded h, l:06:5 the
Home for Friendless Girls and enlisted t ho help of Negro churches and

, onJ1stnd 'b1<!e hel'o of Negro cburcbes ~ftd, stores and of sol!le white people.
About t he

881118

t ime, two or three Negro women opened a free kindergarten and

day nursery for the children of working mothers)8lld i n the 1890 1

sr

t he newly'

3~0..
Al though ftlexander

organized Colored Women I s League expanded t he program.

Cru"1f!lel, rector of St. Lukes Episcopal church, was more concerned with
developing character i n his people than with their material progress, he
raised a large sur, of money f or the Episcopal Freedmen I s Ai d 1'!ociety by sale
of copies of one of his speeches.

In 1887 the Colored Baotist Home Mission

Society was "putting shoes on the f eet of t he -ooor, clothing on them, and
gi ving immediate aid, 11 but $95'. 72 represented the total

Slllll

collected in t he

c:o\o Yl2d.

course of s~veral months from W'ashin~t on' s thirty- five~Bantist churches and
the members of t he 8ociet y.

During the worst of the depression of the nineti es

Negl"O volunteers lrorked wi th the .Associated Charities, nnd the "Hill Group" on
6th street, moved by the suff ering of the poor at the foot of the hill, distributed food and fuel in that neighborhood.

Probably' a good many relatively'

well- to-do individuals gnve help without wor king t hrough aey organizat ion, Dust
as desperately' poor peopl e were found caring for the children of even poorer
neighbors. From a mother- child center opened in 1895 came the Southwest
39 Ibid. , 11 Jan, 3 Mey 90, 21 May 91, 30 ~ey 96, 15, 2? Oct 12 Nov
98, h Feb W.-!...~- 39• W. P-. B. IuBois, S01116 Ef-to..,ts 2._L.Amei,i.,,nt f!e~~for..thei.t" Q!m.
~,r.v~tterment (~ti#d Atlanta Conference, 1697)f pp. .. ;16-37, 57-59~
·
1
I~
~
, J- /).:~ #;.,,,,i_ '/J, , _, ..,._ t,V .,J ~, ~ f+.., ~
•"4 1 /
~;,._,, fa'- Ai,
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societies in which much of the social life of u,rking class Negroes
centered contributed a little to the relief of distress, but most of the
funds went for elaborate funerals rather than help for the living.39

-

The assertion that well-to-do Negroes never lifted finger for the
3'fo.
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the Home for Friendless Girls and enlisted the help of Negro churches. an!
stores

andtcme white people.
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church, was more concerned with ~ eqtte3::i:t)' ill.an with lieg¥ee~• ( material

~

! he

raised a large swn of money for the Episcopal Freedmen's Aid

Society by sale of copies of one of his speeches.

~/~ii

rf!he

Colored Baptist

Home Mission Society i-lt '.tOO'i' w-as "putting shoes on the feet of the poor ,

clothihg on them, and giving immediate aid," but $95.72 represented the
total sum collected in the course of several months from Washington's
thirty-five Baptist churches and the members of the society.

During the

worst of the depression of the nineties Negro volunteers worked with the
Associated Charities) and the "Hill Group" on 6th street, moved by the
suffering of the poor at the foot of the ~lp, _tstributed food md fuel
~~-1,,-M)..,

in that neighborhood.
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opened in 1895 came the Southwest Social Settlement.

That year Miss

Amanda Bowen, assisted by funds from the Metropolitan African Methodist
Episcopal Church, launched the ~ojoumer Truth Home

Working Girls.

•e League of ~ ~'"'~ ~~ ktl~ ~

Three years later tbe Colored ~
"Rescue Work" anong yormg women.

f<:fI'

4

A study prep,,~ i,y He i:, Bu B~uBois in

~l<J3o
1898 listed thirty-eight Negro churches in Waslri.ngton which~ppo

1

..,.,.;.
eighty-three benevolent and missio~ary: ~

'}1-..t~

in the slums, and the jai~, at•~ ~
~ ~

.....,._ •
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"t.

pplied t}ie~ve '!f()rJ<ers fJ -~.,I'
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la!! 131iee.- L n 1900 firs , Law-a Qttean or the 19th BtN!~ t Dapbist chm clt "- ~

"

,...............

started the Stoddard Baotist Home for aged Negroes.ho
Yet when everything is added together, the record of Negro charities,
'While not "blank," is distinctly meagre.

It

J,::;;hinner in the 188o s
1

1890 1 s than in the two precedi~ decades in spite of the

a

and

e;reater wealtt,

of the upper and middle class Negro communities· at the end of the century,
The impressively long list of welfare projects was deceptive, for most of

the undertakings were small-scale and short-lived rmless white people came
to the rescue,

,, w~

/Ind the uncoo{>erativenes:, of well-to-do Negroes. J;;hill~~d..e

~

~ ; • o-
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egro pastors and Negro churcheslnlich! "'I

..J~....,

in earlier years had not only II'ovided spiritual leadership but taken an

~-~

active part in lightening material distress apparently lost sight of both

~,:;;;I

goals as congregations vied with each other in building big costly church
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91, 22 Dec94, 25 Feb 99; Cleveland Leader, 29 Feb 8u; Advocate, 5 Feb,
~ /;;;'
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Maryland, and Virginta,"pp. 12u, 129-30, 137-55, 159, 16u, 170- 73 (~ s
A~ /iu
dissertation, Univ. of Pittsburgh, hereafter cited as Lindsay, "Negro
tM ~
Welfare Services) •
~~,.""<Jf'1

,)" ~

)

l

J

rfu.

l~ -="C"'.""7'.. -: t~~Jr1:-..

.. ....A-"¥,~-~~~

1-.A.Aw>---,,,.....,

j..u.J~.

652
~,(,

.

illness and for distributing relief, but i:f Negro distrust of the police
interfered with the officers' efficiency, nothing indicated that they

....

--

failed to act promptly and lli.th humanity. They found Negro families eking
out existence by picking spoiled food from garbage cans and dumps.

House-

holds in the Negro slums were ridden with illness; in 1891, one report
beside
described a one- room shanty in llhich/a dead infant lay five adults and
sis children stricken with influenza. _(Four-fifths of the patients at

the Freedmen's Hospital were indigent Negroes; ef the 17,048 people to
whom the District's seven public dispensaries ministered in 1891, over
12,000 were colored.

Negroes needing medical service disliked having to

deal with the police, but the health department defended the system of
having police officers report calls to the physicians of the poor because
the arrangement avoided confusion, hastened investigations of complaints
and relieved t he doctors of "the imtidy class." The most conscientious
physician could do little more than palliate momentarily the miseries he

-

•
'uly. In twenty years the colored death rate dropped to 28.12

-·
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officer noted, was the foulness of the allers in 'Which thousands of Negroes
lived; before new building regulations went into effect in 1895, "the
avarice of a certain class of speculators resulted in the erection of a
large number of badly corurtructed and unsanitary tenements in narrow
alleys. 11

Later studies would prove alley-dwelling a more important factor

than race in fixing the infant mortality rate.43
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Negro Diversions
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irresponsible, colored families not always able to feed themselves joined
in church sociables and the cel~brations conducted by their clubs and
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t~Manor," /{he John P. Ven Ness house and grounds where the Corcoran Gallery

~ ~tands now; when the proprietor of the beer hall there closed the place
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was already chartered, refused to sell Negroes tickets.
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Negroes the great event of the year was the annual Emancipation nay parade - ~
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Mutual benefit societies arranged excursions do1m the

Potomac until the steam boat lines, adopting the pretext that ti!VfYI'Y boat
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1887, colored picnickers for a time were allowed to use the Schuetzen- '. ....~

~ erein park.
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In the upper brackets of Waslfington' s Negro wa-ld after the Lotus

~

Club diaappeo~ed, the Monda,y Night Literary Club included the most

e~~ ,md intelligent society.

I>'>" p,A

Later the Bethel Literary and His-

~-iJ...,-

,j}l.a.

1

Jl-

torical Society, founded in 1881 by Bishop Payne of Metropolitan l!ethodist
.,

\.

\

,)

~is-::opal church, rather ovei:sihadowed the Ho11day Night Li ter~~L'iismee.le,

vr--

"te c. .t:..... .. ....... ·;:1 rq.__~ ~ fV'-1'.~
~(jceptions and elegant ballwovided
entertainment.
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The Negro

newspapers gave a great deal~ space to high clasS1 weddings; the list ~
The'

presents with the donors' names attached might fill over a column.

gowns, "a Worth dress of canary silk," or a "crimson velvet entrainee" ~•
were described in the same detail with which ~mite society reporters
wrote of the costumes at White :House r_ecep't;ions. 48 IIlJjeed1-the evide~c~
~ e:} '"fJ--4, ~~
~ 1,
l µ "'1 _,,,J_ "-""
of Negro wealth were startling } Beautil'dl j,wal~ handsome clothes, o;J.

°'t'.:,

well-furnished houses tended by Negro servSllts were only a part.

V· •

Every

June the summer exodus begen. "Saratoga trunks are being packed far
1
Newport, Harpers Ferry, Cape May and 'The Fort. 1 " In 1886, a newspaper
reported:

"Mr. Richards. Locke of Vashi~ton who spends his summers at

Nonquitt Beach has sold his beautiful yacht, the Gracie, to }fr. Thomas
Gedney of South Dartmouth, Massachusetts.

Mr. Locke is the only gentil.eman

of color that ever owned a yacht at Nonquitt."

By and large, the higher

a Negro's social standing, the mere exactly his diversions corresponded
to those of white people of similar position.49

48/1,dvocate 10 May 79, 12, 26 Mar, 9 Apr, 31 Dec 81; ltr, Francis
Cardozo, Jr. to B6oker T. Washington, 8 Aug 02, Booker T. Washington mss
(L.C.); New !!ll Era, 25 Jun 74; ~ee, 27 Dec 84, 9 Oct 8~, .~ }fov 87, 8 Oct
98, 18 Mar 99~ ,
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u9 Advocate, 5 Jun 80; Bee, 18 Sep, 2 Oct 86, 4 Feb 88, 27 Jul 95;
Ingle, ~ Negro in D.C., PP• 92-93,
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At the opening of the 20th century Washington Negroes whose
memory stretched back into the late 186o's had no cause for optimism.
Since the days when colored men had shared in governing the city and the
territory and the wall of caste had appeared to be crumbling block by
block, their. bright prospects had darkened and then vanished in the
shadows of a new and mounting racism,

Frederick Douglass and his asso-

ciates of the New National~ had marked 1870 as the high point for
Washington's Negro community and saw the shrinkage of its horizons as
beginning lti.th the creation of the territory. 50 If some of their contemporaries placed the peak of progress slightly later, in 1873 or 1874, they
nevertheless perceived the inexorable narrowing of their world thereafter.
The wisest among them doubtless knew that the splintering of a single
community into groups warring with each other had further reduced the
elbow room for all contestants and multiplied the difficulties of combatting white prejudice.

But Washinc;ton' s revived racism was the harder

to fight because the white community, increasingly oblivious to the
existence of acy other, recognized no opponent.

And "as long as the flat

Btn'face of color remained the lone dimension of a human being, 1151 from the
standp9ipt of. a3.ite man a dttel was ilnPolls:lb].e
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The very ligh - colored Negro with three-fourths or seven-eighths

white blood might find an answer for himself by contriving to pass permanentl,y into the ranks of whites.
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Social Settlement.

That year Miss Amanda Bowen, assisted by funds from the

¥.etropolitan lfrican 1'1'e thodist Episcopal Church, launched the Sojourner Truth
Home f or Working Gi rls.

Three years later the Colored Women' s Leagae of

Washington under took " Rescue Work" among young women.

A s tudy prepared for a

conference on Negro problems i n 1898 listed thirty-ei ght tlegro churches in
Washington which spent t4300 for charity. contributed to the support of
eighty- three benevolent and missionary soci.eties and supplied twelve wor kers
in t he slums and the jail .

The individual generosity of Professor Williem

Hart of Howard University made pos sibl e t he Hart Farm Scnool for colored boys.
And in 1900 a colored woman started t he stoddard Baptist Home for aged Negroes. 4°
Yet when everything i s added together, the record of Negro charitte a,
whil e not "blank, " is distinctly meagre.

It looked t hinner in t he l88o 1 s and

l 890 ' s t han in the two preceding decades in spite of the greater -wealth of the
upper and middle class Negro col11lllu nities at the end of the century.

The

impressively long list of welfare projects was deceptive, for most of the
undertakings were small- scale and short-lived unl ess white people came to the
rescue.

/md t he uncooperativeness of well- to- do Negroes chilled the ardor of

white philanghropists.

11

We llll know, " a white womnn tol d a congressional

committee, "that a good deal of what was good in the race has gone and they
are now i n a state of transition. uhOa ~ exasperated whites failed to take
into account wa t hat t he social pr essures which fost ered philanthropy i n the
white community could not operat e effectively among people who f elt thoir
precarious position in t he cl. ty• a over - all social structure progressively and
inescapably weakenirig further .

0$~
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And whit.e people probably att ributed larger
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· 20 Nov 8~nc•bel Lindsey, "Participation of Negroes in t he Est ablishment of
/ : '~~ifm-e .,ervioe s, 1865-1900, with sp13cial r eference t o the District. of Columbis, Maryland and Virginia, " pp. 124, 129- 30, 137- 55, 159, 164, 17q_73J (ms
dissertation, Univ. of Pi ttsburgh, hereafter citea as LindslliY, "Negro Welfare
Services") .
40a Ch Hr gs, 55C, l S, Apr 97, p. 5~, ~ Rpt 2f ~ Home for Destitute
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resources to prosperous Negroes than they actually had.

Meanwhile,

Negro pastors ~.nd Negro churches which in earlier years had not only
provided spiritual leadership but takan an active pa.r t in lightening
1naterial distress apparently lost sight of both goals as congregations
vied with each other in buildir,g big costly church

edifices.

Between the worldliness of the sophisticated churches and the

excessive other-worldliness of those wedded to a somewhat primitive highly
emotional religion teaching that only heaven or hell in the hereafter
mattered, the efforts of the handful of selfless civic-minded Negroes met
with defeat. Proposals to turn over to the National Colored Home the proceeds of Pmancipation Day celebrations fizzled because the money f roni
ticket sales went into the pockets of "sharks" or for the rental and
elaborate decorations of floats for the parades.

Lack of funds threatened

to close the Sojourner Truth Home three years after it opened.

A small

indebtedness, which modest gifts could have wiped out, shut down the
colored YMCA.

According to one critic of his people, when Negroes contri-

buted to any good works their motive was notoriety not Christian charity.
Such behavior was characteristic of the nouveax riches the world over, bJ.t
the disturbing fact remained that the generosity that had once distinguished
Washi~ton' s upper class Negro society was rarely in evidence at the end
of the century.

41_·,

...
v

Negroes with means could scarcely plead ignorance of the want about
them, for destitution was nearly as widespread as in post Civil War years.
In the early nineties while nost of the District was enjoying enormous
\

'

prosperity, 16,000 persons, the great majority of them colored, were without
visible means of support; in 1870 the number had been little greater.

Until

1897 the police were responsible for reporting cases of pauperism and

41 Lindsay, 11 Negro Welfare Services," pp. 105-08, 112, 115-18, 133;

Advocate, 20 Nov 81, 5 />pr 84; Bee, 15 Jan, 24 Sep 87, 3 Mar, 24 May 88, 11
Jan, 3 Mc\Y 90, 12 Oct 98, 4 Feb, 16 Sep 99, 16 Jun 00, 23 Mar 01; Ingle,
~ Negro in 12•.£•, pp. 95-96, 107; Carter G. Woodson, The History o f ~
Negro Church, PP• 224-30.
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officer l)()tQd, was the toulneae of the alleys in which thou,ands of l'egroea
lived; before new building regul ations went lnto effect i n 1895, •the
avarice of a certaj.n cl1111s of eoeculators rtta11lted 1n the erect1rin of

11

l<Tge nu:nber of herlly' cc,nstructed and UJ'IB&nitary tene&11~t11 in narrov
allrys. ~ Lntor studies would prove

A1 ley- dwellinB A

M re important factor

than :rnce 1n fix:Ulg t.~e inf:int l!l0rt11llty rnto. l.iJ
Negro Di.veraiona
t:e1ther po~rty nor illness, however, prevented tiegroeo frOl!I enJoying

tht:meelvea at timca.

'l'he"gift o! laughter, " that capaci. t·• to oreate end

delit ht in 111orents or gaiety in t he "lidet.

or

au!fer 1~~ l!Jld vtmt, is a Negro

characteristic that down to thf' present d~ confueea and batnea white
Ae l-.• r.B. f:u.Boi o 11erdonicall,y put it, "thrt vo do oub!llit

people.

to lite

as it is Md yet l~ugh en d d ance end dr ea.11 is but onother pr oof that we are
1d1ote. "l.,3a wi th a ~ ht-heartednees t hat sober- sided White "ashingtoniau
called irresponsible, colored tam liea r.ot always able to feed thclllselvea
joined in church sociables ~nd the oel cbrationa conr!Ucted by thei r oluba and
frat ernal fl0ciet 1ea.

The lower down the econolllic l ndder the r-e1', -41le~
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proprietor of xxll the beer hall ther e closed the place in 1887, colored
picnickers for a time were allowed to use the Schuetzenverein park.
Mutual benefit societies arranged excursions down the Potomac until the
steam boat lines, adopting the pretest that every boat was already
charter ed, r e:f'ueed to sell Negroes tickets\f1For lower class Negroes
the great event of the year was the annual Emancipation Day parade

654
on April 16th.
part.

Every colored organization in the District usually took

Despite a dJwnpour of rain, in 1883 the oroce~sion was a mile and

a half long; ev~ry trade union had its float and among the scores of
societies pll!'ading in dress array were the Chaldeans, the Knights of Moses,
the 0sceol1s, the Galilean Fishermen, the Sons and Daughters of Samaria,
the Solfd Yantics, the Lively Eights and the Celestial Golden Links. White
onlo~kers, watching the elaborately decorated floats and the thousands of
N.igroes marching on foot to the accol'lpaniment of twelve brass bands, were
impressed, amused or indignant at the money poured into the display. hh
Sophisticated Negroes sensitive to ~

white ridicule protested now and

again that a church service would lll8l'k the day more fittingly.

Frederick

Douglass pleaded in 1886:

•

The thought is already gaining ground, •• that tinsel show, gaudy
display and straggling processions, which empty the alleys and dark
places of our city into the broad day-light of our thronged streets
and avenues, thus thrusting upon the public view a vastly undue propertion of the most unfortunate, unimproved, and unprogre ssive class
of the colored people, and thereby inviting public disgust and contempt, and repelling the more thrifty and self-respecting among us,
is a positive hurt to the whole colored population of this city. These
annual celebrations of ours, •• should bring into notice the very
best elements of our colored population, snd in what is said and done
on these occasions, we shoulpJind s deeper snd broader comprehension
of our relations and duties.45
But until the school board voted in 1899 not to di6!ll:i.ss the colored schools

•

for the dey, the parade on the 16th of April was more important to- most of
colored Washington than the 4th of July and Christmas and New Year's

hh Ingle, The Ne~o in D.C., p. 106; Cleveland Leader, 19 Apr~
28 Sep 84; Bee, 21 Apr 3, 19 Sep 85, 21 Apr 88, 5 Apr 90; Advocate, ( 2tr"-- /j ~ ~
/I.pr 82.
45 Bee, 24 Mar 88.
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combined. 46
F,:.., middle and upper class Negroes were in a position to carp at

the QXtravagances of their social inferiors, for in much of their own
oiversion display was an essential ingredient.

Below the thin top cmist,

all Negro society was intent upon keeping up with the Joneses.

Booker T.

Washington spoke with dismay of seeing "young colored men who were not
earning mare than four dollars a week spend two dollars or mere for a
buggy on Sunday to ride up and down Pennsylvania Avenue in, in order that
they might try to convince the world that they were worth thousands. 11

V

Negro "dudes" in plug hats and carrying canes swaggered about the streets
0 ''1- ~ ~ J.>..,..r- ~...... ,,,.,~
to impress their fellows. (,llothes were all-important. At a party held by

0~ ...

•

one of the social clubs "young gentlemen and ladies in and just leaving
their teens, assembled, dressed in full reception style, the young gents
in full dress suit, the ladies in every ornamentation art or fancy could
give.

One lady of fanily remarked, 'they are all plebiana, too!"' ~lebians

as well as aristocrats still attende~h~e:j:~o~~}-;• but as

time went on )evening parties at hom1( or affairs sponsored by one or another
literary society became a more customary form of entertainment. 47 Athletics
t

·'

had not yet begun to loom large, although llegro bicycle clubs appeared in
the eighties and in the nineties colored cyclists held races at"flf;ark
Cycle Track.

•

6

4 Ibid., 7 Mar 99, 18 Mar 99.
47 Cleveland Leader, 7 Apr 84; B. T. Washif€ton, !!11. From Slavery,
pp. 88-89;
14 /.pr 83, 27 Aug, 10 Sep, 17 Dec 98; Ac!vociire; 1/ Jan,
22 May 80, 2 Jun 99.
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In the upper brackets of Washington's .Negro world for several years
after the Lotus Club disappeared, the Monday Night Literary Club included
the most distinguished and intelligent society.

Later the Bethel Literary

and Historical Society, founded in 1881 by Bishop Payne of the Metropolitan
Methodist Episcopal church, overshadowed the I Monday Night Literary.•

The

younger society not only dealt with literary and philosophical topics, but,
more important, supplied the principal forum for enlightened discussion of
race problems; the most notable colored men in America addressed the group.
In 1900 business and professional men also valued membership in the newly
organized Cosmas Club.

If the choral groups were less class conscious than

the literary societies, nevertheless the Treble Clef Club formed by some
twenty colored ladies in 1897 was as selective as the white Friday Morning
Music Club, and the programs of one were as ambitious as those of the other.
Receptions and elegant kt balls also provided entertainment.

The Negro

newspapers gave a great deal of space to high class weddings; the list of
presents with the donors• names attached might fill over a colwnn.

The

gowns, "a Worth dress of canary silk," or a "crimson velvet entrainee 11
were described in the same detail with which white society reporters wrote
of the costumes at White House receptions . 48 Indeed even after discounting
the braggadocio of the Negro press,the evidences of Negro wealth were
startling.

Beautiful jewelry, handsome clothes, and well- furnished houses

48 Advocate, 10 May 79, 12, 26 Mar, 9 Apr, 31 Dec 81; ltr, Francis
Cardozo, Jr. to Booker T. Washington, 8 Aug 02, Booker T. 'Washington mss
(L. C. ); New Ntl Era, 25 Jun 74; Bee , 27 Dec 84, 9 Oct 86, 5 ~ov 87, 8 Oct
98, 18 Mar 99; }lrs . E• .i&. Williston, "History of the Treble Clef" appended
to program, Treble Clef Club, 16 May 23 (Music Div. , L. C. ); Post 3 Aug 02.
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tended by Negro servants, were only a part.
exodus began.

Every June the summer holidicy-

"Saratoga trunks are being packed for Newport, Harpers

Ferry, Cape Micy- and 'The Fort. ' " In 1886, a newspaper reported:

II

Mr.

Richard S, Locke of ,~ashingtion who spends his summers at Nonquitt Beach has
sold his beautiful yacht, the Graci!, t o Y.r. Thomas Gedney of South Dartmouth,
Massachusetts.

Mr . Locke is the only gentleman of color that ever owned a

yacht at Nonquitte"

By

and large, the higher a Negro ' s social standing,

the more exactly his diversions corresponded to those of white people of
similar posit ion. 49

49 Advocate, ~ 5 Jun Bo; Bee , 18 Sep, 2 Oct 86, 4 Feb
88, 27 Jul 95; Ingle, The Negro i n D. C. , pp. 92- 93.
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far more comrnon in the Distrfuct of Columbia than most people realized,
eased the process for the stranger in Washington.

But passing was an

impossibility for a member of any well-known local family and, in any
case, left the larger problem unsolved:
dignity in a white world,

how Negroes were to live with

Frederick fuuglass speaking in 1883 urged assiCA.

.f ~ I',\ ""-!1 s

milation rather than isolation; he himself married a white woman 1mo , ee:Ps
later, hut presumably he was advocating the ideal of social rather than
biological assimilation,52 Volunt~ry isolation might protect individuals

from some humiliations hut muld scarcely ensure economic progress for tlhe
race,

Preoccupation with these questions stripped colored Washington of

interest

ii\

the well-being of the city as a whole.

In 1901 for white

Washingtonians the future stretched out in an ever-widening vista of
'Ol'osperity and orderly living in a beautiful city whose national and
worlcl import:>nce could only expam.

The difference between that picture

and what oerceptive Negroes could envisage for their own people was
heightened by the oont1•asts between their then status and that of a quarter
century before, True, some families had made money in the interval, and

,

others had achieved a modicum of financial security.

Those who held

government clerkships, while perpetually fearful for their tenure in office,
usually enjoyed civil, if impersonal) treatment,

l'oreover, a careful unob-

trusiveness permitted well-<iressed Negroes to hover in the background at
the reception celebrating Washington's centennial,53 But sensitive men

52 ~ , 17

Apr 83,

53 ~ . 15 Dec 00,

.,
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and women found that concession a poor substitute for friendliness.
Fortunately they could not foresee that events in the next fifteen years
would force colored aristocrats and middle class Negroes into a psychological ghetto along with irresponsible blacks.
While the most easi ly observed factor in the progressive disintegra:k:k~~

tion of Washington' s Negro world was the failure of economic opportunity
to keep pace with the growth of the colored population and the spread of
educati on, that material loss was itself rather a manifestation than a
cause of the change.

The wealthy Negro knew all too wel l that financial

t"v

security provided no safeguard against endl ess humiliati ons and frustra-

-

t ion.

The deteriorati on of Negro status sprang from a complex of causes,

but the common denominator was the steady paring down of incentive.

With

the dwindling of the attainable external rewards for continuing the
struggle, only the strongest individual able to draw upon deep inner
resources could withstand the ceaseless battering of.. his self- respect.
That the number of Negroes possessed of such spiritual fortitude
would pot increase rapidly in the bitter years ahead was a logical
development.
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For Negroes the satisfactions of life in the District diminished
steadily after 1878.

Relations between white and colored people worsened

slowly until F.UCh tolerant friendliness as had survived the seventies
virtually disaopeared.

White citizens succeeded in forgetting that Negro

leaders had fonnerly corrn~nded respect and, by their behavior, had
~

uraged both races to believe in the possibility of building an intelligent bi-racial comm•.•.nityo

The white press, during the 18Rn•s increasingly

critical of Negroes' "shiftlessness" and the high rate of cr:u,ie among them,
gradually reduced other news about colored ~eoole to an occasional facetious
~ 1s~ w.....
C
' 4 v.·
1t, •
. , r. fr'"' ,,-. ,
comment on a colored social gatherin{'.f hPsperation or disgust blotf ed
ti

,,

out COlltpPssion for the great mass of blacks, 'ffl'li~e white ~eople's interest
in t.he career•J of gifted Neeroes became so condescending as to be insult i ng,
the more so as the condescension was often unconscious.

By the r.iid-nineties

a reader ol the white newspapers might have supooaed Washington had no
colored ,;ommuriity, let alone three separate Negro communities.

White

l
~. j

people, in short, in .the course of the twenty-odd years resolved the
prob~em of race relations by tacitly denying its existence.
Concurrent with the loss of recognition from whites was a progressive
kss of cohesiveness within each of the Negro c0111111unities and a widening
of the gulf between the upper class group composed of people of predor.i nantly
whJte blood, uad the lower class black.

Except ;,s seen in all Negroes'

sr,arch for11w1iteness-- the ability to pass unnoticed in the crowd, the 1'oi.:cr
·;o avoid humiliation l'l'ld :obuse, 111 :, communi ty in the sense of a group of

·'1'3 '

1 l';,uli !·lurray, Proud Shoes , ~ St ory of £:!l Jlnieric1>n l•'ani ly, Po
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, people united by common aspirations snct cultural identity had ceased to
exist well before 1878. The bioloeical accident of pigmentation, so
far from supplying a basis of group accord, created growing resentment.a
which colored people directed at each other more bitterly than at whites.
By the end of the

1880 1 s Negroes in t he District were adhering to the

social pattern common in the deep South:

conflict within the caste and

compliance with or ca1•efully concealed hostility toward the white group
outside. 2 But Washingi;on Negroes at the end of the Civil War had shown
signs of escaping fron entrapment in that mold of behavior.

During the

late sixties and ear).y seventies educated intelligent colored men in the
District, without s1,tempting to halt the swift growth of elaborate class
differentiations

st:-ove to prevent a destructive divisiveness and to

develop mutual hflpfulness and mutual respect within a single enlarged
Negro corranunity; for a time they had seeJTIE!d to make headway.

The tragedy

of the last der,sdes of the century was the withering of the earlier
promise as the men who h;,d worked to make Washington a center of l>merican
Negro civilj_zation in its highest form, e city where all Negroes might

..

live in di~ity, abandoned the struggle •
The discouragements besetting the District's colored people undoubtedJ.y contributed to the decline of public spirit among them.
the basic cause may have been the growing raciS!!l of whites.

Indeed

But cause

2 Eg, John Dollard, Caste and Class !a! Southern Town; Albion
Dav:,s 8Ild G, and M. Gardner, Deep South; and W, Lloyd Warner, "American
37
Caste and Class," Ameri can Journal of Sociology (36), L2, no. 2, pp, 234-1'}..
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and effect were intertwined.

Ps time went on, the failure of the bulk

of the city's bls ck population to evince any sense of responsibility

.
v

disillusioned whites who had once held high hopes for the race. That
(y...,.,:,;,<A-4 ~
.... M'd' 1tl
disillusior~nt"Tea racial ~ination(Undennined Negroes• determination to help themselves.

The result was a vicious SPiral.

Whites con-

cluded that rost Negro<s would never make good citizens and Negroes,
feeling themselves pel'J)etually shoved by prejudice further into a corner,
ceased to stand up for each other and let the fight degenerate into one
of each man for hir1self.

The exceptions were too few to alter the large

picture.
Changing Legal Status
For upper class Negroes civil rights were the key to progress.
The nibblL,g awa:y at those rights began early in the Hayes' administration.
Colored r,en in the District, though disturbed over the President's conciliatton of the Southern Bourbons and though uneasy over their own loss
of th~ franchise, still counted on the local anti-discrimination laws for
protection:

the l!!llnicipal ordinances of 1869 and 1870 were still in force

within the lilllits of Washington City, the territorial civil rights acts
<.

,;till applied to Georgetown and county i,s well as to Washington, and the
federal act of 1875 was added insurance.

After 1878 violations occurred

with mounting frequency, but for the next two or three years the incidents
were apparently trivial or too skillfully cloaked to lead to court action.
The Peoples Advocate, in 1879 Washington's only colored newspaper, urged
Negroes to concentrate on fostering attitudes of fair play:

instead of

suing white proprietors for refusing them accommodation, let them first

,
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file complaints against Negro barbers who refused to serve other colored
men.

Two years later the editor was no longer sure of the wisdom of those

tactics.

"f

respectable colored lady or gentleman, unless it happens to

be a man like Frederick Douglass, John F. Cook, or Register Bruce [Jonner
United States Senator from Mississipp;i}', is not readily accommodated, if
st all, in the eating establishments, no matter how genteel he may be in
appearance or in manners." The result was "more or less friction between
the keepers of these saloons and a class of our citizens rapidly growing
in wealth and intelligence.") Still Washington Negroes relied upon
patience to destroy prejudice.

But in the summer of 18A3 a visiting Negro

from Connecticut, later described as a "orofessional plaintiff," chose to
sue a Washington restaurant owner under the criminal section of the
federal Civil Rights act.

Newspa!)ers throughout the country discussed

the case, partly because it was only the second suit to be brought under
the act of 1875, partly because the argument for the defense had an
ominous logic:

a government which sanctioned separate colored schools

could not reasonably require a restaurant proprietor to seat boisterous
unwelcome Negroes in a dining- room with whites; he had offered to serve
the colored man in the pantry.

-,

The judge reviewed all earlier decisions

in local civil rights cases, noted that several verdicts had been adverse
to the plaintiffs, but in this case found against the defendant and fined
him

t.500. 4

3 Peoples Advocate, 5 Jul, 15, 29 Nov 79, 10 Jul AO, 6 Aug Al (hereafter cited as Jdvocate).
24

Aug

4 Ibid., 25 Aug
83:--

fl); Bee, 11 Aug, fl Sep A); ~ ,

7, 13, 16, 18,

It was st bests Pyrrhic victory.

It strengthened white ani.J11o-

. sities and inspired r,ronouncements th~ Judge Mills' interpretation of
the law would force restaurant owners either to Recent Rn exclusively
black elientele, or see their businesst$ ruined, or both. Negroes
nPtive to the Di.'3trict found that the ironi~ reward for their past forbearance was a repeated statement citing their eight-year failure to sue
under the federal law as proof that the color line was unobjectionable to
them. Two months after the Mills decision the United States Supreme Court
declared the Civil Rights act unconstitutional in the states. Mass meetings
of colored men in Washington discussed desperately what they could do.
Although the Court held the set still binding in ~he District of Columbia
and all United States territories, educated Negroes were angzy and. t~e
ignorant were badly frightened, expecting to see the whipping past brought
back any moment.

The most optimistic view was that the Court would in

time recant and in the meanti.J!le District laws would suffice.

But no one

favoring racial legal equality pretended that the decision was not a blow.5
During the next two decades local men filed a dozen or more suits,
some of which were dismissed, others won.

A Negro lawyer won a ca,se by

proving that a lunch room proprieto~ who had not posted s price list had

..,'

overcharged him outrageously by demanding 50 cents for three eggs, some
biscuits and a cup of coffee.

Bar rooms generally catered to colored

customers, but lunch rooms and "ice cream parlors" were likely to exclude

5 Star, 17, 23, 2u Oct 03; Chronicle, 21 Oct 83; Sentinel, 3 Nov
83; Cleveland Leader, 23, 26 Oct, 26 Nov A3.
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them, s source of p11rticul11r irritation to "genteel" Negroes.

Yet the

v.,/~

"genteel" clearly indicated their readiness to have ll'lacks denied service.

"'

Petitions submitted to Congress in 1886 asked for stronger local laws
and their extension to areas not covered in the municipal and territorial
sets, but sentiment in Congress was no longer m.erkedly pro-Negro, and new
laws seemed unlikely to improve white tempers.

Congress dismissed all

proposals for racial legislation, bills forbidding miscegenation, on the
one hllnd, and, on the other, those demanding a change in the District
Medical Society's discriminatory rulings.

In the fall of 1900 a suit

against the owner of the Opera House for refusing to let a colored man
occupy the orchestra seat he had paid for netted the plaintiff damages of
one cent. 7
Nor were Negroes guiltless.

A number of Negro-owned barber shops

and some hotels snd restaurants run by colored men woulri not accept ~1egro
customers.

For example, a circular issued in 1888 announced:

Pension Office bsrber shop, first class in every particular.
Strictly to White Trade.

"Preston's
Devoted

The rumor that this shop has been serving any

Colored Trade is false in every particular, and was started only through
.•

the jealousy and spite of one man.• The white press was not slow to call
attention to such incidents.

"The refusal is based, of course," remarked

the Star, "not on color prejudice, but on the business consideration that
the best paying class of customers can be retained only by excluding those

7 Star, 8, 22 Nov 84, 4 Feb, 9, 11 Nov, 10 Dec 87, 18 Feb 88; Rec,
47C, lS, 2Deb 82, pp. 1408-10, 13 Mar 82, p. 1839; ptns, S49A-Hl2, 18Jan
tilxMlDg: 86; Bee, 23 Feb, 21 Juh, 12 Jul 84, 9, 16 Oct 86, 30 Jul, 27 P~,
24 Dec 87, 10 Mar, 2 Jun 88, 15 Dec 94, 25 Jun, 3 Sep 98, 18, 25 Nov, 2,
9, 16 Dec 99, 24 Nov 00; s npt 1050, 52C, 1s, 22 Jul 92, Ser 2915.
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who for any reason are objectionable to their fastidious notions. 118 P.fter

the founding of the Afro-J1merican League in 1890, a Washington branch sent
delegates to its national conventions, but disunity, lack of a positive
proeram to combat racism, and, indeed, the magnitude of the problem combin~d to strip the organization of effectiveness.

ls Jim Crow laws began

to multioly in the southern states, Negroes in the District realized they
were far better off than most of their race, but at the same time they saw
that the local anti-discrimination laws had come to be as honored in the
breach as in the observance.9
Chance, moreover, played into the hands of segregationists.
1901 '.:ongress accepted the first oart of
but, acting

•••-•1111.i, upon the

II

In

codific11tion of District law

recommendations of the Board of Trade,

left "the second or municipal part" to he revised and adopted later.
Although Jongress specified that existing police regulations, unless expressly repealed, should continue in force, a stipulation that meant the
civil rights laws were still valid, the fact that the published code contained no mention of the anti-•discrimination ordinances probably encouraged
white men to risk ignoring them 0 lO
,

Washington's old well-established colored families like the Cooks

~-c.

and the Wormleys at one time hac· @ad believe that they and distinguished

8 Star, 12 Dec 87; Bee, 21 Jul 88.

9 Colored trnerican, 9 Apr 98; Bee 5 Nov 87, 16, 23 Nov 89, 10 Y.ay
90, 19 Sep, 21 Nov 91, 27 Aug, 24 Dec~ 23 Feb 01.
10 Rec, 56C, 2S, 2 Mar 01, r.m. 3497, 35R6, 3603; lfalter s. Cox,
"ftterrrpts to Obtain a Law ::O<le for the District of Columbia," CHS 'Rec, JTI,
127-32; Phineas Indritz, "Post CiVil War Ordin11nces Prohibiting 'lacial
Discr:tl"ination in the n1strict of Columhia," Georgetown Law Journal, XLII,
No 2 (Jan 51·), 196-201.
-
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Negro newcomers such as Frederick Douglass, Blanche K. Bruce and Dr.
Augusta, could P.njoy some rights not specifically protected by law.
Good manners, professional status and money should make them acceptable
residents of RDY neighborhood provided they did not obtrude themselves
socially upon white people.

But cultivated Negroes, even those who looked

almost whit.e, discovered in the 188o 1 s that each passing year made it
harder for them to purchase or rent comfortable houses without paying

elloi-~ita"t

prices; by the 1890 1 s, they could rarely buy at all in a

conveniently located orderly neighborhood. Mary Church Terrell tells
of endless hlll1liliations in the course of her house-hunt. Yet her husband
was a ~ laude graduate of Harvard, a respected lawyer end after 1897 a
member of the Board of Trade, and she herself was a graduate of Oberlin
and one of two women before 1900 to be aooointed to the School Board. IX
..
in the Peventies
:ikll Rising rentals hastened the exodus of Negro householders who/ha~
lived along 16th street two or three bolcks above Lafayette Square and
out beyond Scott Circle,

}s the real estate boom in Northwest Washington

gained momentlll1l,colored oeople moved farther from the center of the city.
Whether sheer economics or, as rumor had it, combinations of real estate
agents kept respectable Negroes from moving into desirable localities,
the result was the same.

It did not mean that clear-cut solid black belts

arose outside of which Negroes could not find housing; on the contrary,
some intersprinkling of white and Negro dwellings continued and still
exists in mid-20th century.

But by 1900 upper class Negroes perceived

that the barrier of caste which seemingly had weakened in the late 186o 1 s
was as strong

PS

ever.

The one notable exception lay in the Board of'
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Trade:

James T. Wormley was

lD[

a charter member, and

t lt:33 sblro1 ficf!l',;,e s

·, were elected in the rnid-i~ohert Terrell, Dr. Charles Purvis,
/ Washington I s leading - :lared physician, and George P. Cook, ,1uperintendent

\..:!f the colored schools,,!f1
Di:sregard of civil rights as a rule affected only upper class
Negroes, but the workings of the criminal law touched the lives of countless blacks living on a bare subsistence level. Of those some were
undoubtedly vicious; and some, though vaguely well-intentioned, took to
thieving, drunkenness and disorderliness as the easiest way to blunder
through a world that offered them at best very little.

Statistics testi-

fied to the amorality of s considerable segment of the Negro population;
in a community where only one person in three was colored the nlll1lber of
Negro arrests exceeded the number of white every year after 1889.

The

increase in Negro arrests, to·' be sure, admits of more than one explanation;
people as ignorant ef their rights as of their obligations were in some
measure at the mercy of the police.

The newspapers, the colored press in

the van, repeatedly carried stories of police brutality. The Washington
Bee asserted that policemen, particularly the Irishmen on the force,
frequently clubbed Negroes savagely when arresting them and, when a crime

ll Advocate, 8 Sep 83; Star, h Feb 87; Edward Ingle, ~ Negro _!!!
District 2£. Columbia, in Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical
~ Political Science, 11th Series, nos. III and IV (Mar-Apr 93)" pp. 50-51,
90 (hereafter cited as Ingle, The Negro in D.C.); Coroner's Maps in Comrs
Rpts, 1882, p. 508, Ser 2103, 1890, p. 820,-Ser 2BhR and 1900, P•''-' , Ser
!il l8 ·lary Church Terrell, !_ Colored Wom:>n i~ ! White World, PP• 11.3-19;
ship lists in !!!! Rpts !! of T
lfl97, 189A, tind 11199; Colored
___c_an.., 26 Mar 98; Bee, 10 Sep, l Oct 98, 7 Aor 00
~
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occurred, the dark- skinned man was always the .first suspect. Officers
11

took delight in arresting every little colored boy they see on the street,

who may be doing sometlling not at all of.fensive, end allow the white boys
to do what they please."

The incli vidual prejudice of police a:>urt justices

was likely then to determine the severity of the sentences imposed. Perhaps the number of Negroes charged with misdemeanors and felonies was as
much an index of white men's aversion to colored as a reflection of Negroes'
criminal tendendies.

William C. Gbase, editor of the Bee, as a boy having

seen his father shot down in cold blood and his white assailant go
punished, was vitriolic about Washington police methods.

\liloo

But more temperate

men than he believed that racial equality before the law had largely disappeared by the end of the centm-y.1 2
Political Status
The decline of Negroes' legal position in the District followed upon
the loss of Negro political power in the states and consequent loss of
influence in national political parties.

Nevertheless political prefennent

for colored men in Washington during the 1880 1 s and lll90's fell off surprisingly little.

.ilfter 181<0 a lfegro rarely received a post of arry impor-

tance in the federal government, end after President Ger.field and President

'

Arthur failed them, colored men ceased to talk of appointments to the
Cabinet, but until the depression of the nineties began, Negroes held about as

12
tlar 95, 7
6 Aug 87,
12 Aug, 4

Star, 15 Mar 82, 23 May BJ, 27 Oct 87, 1 Jan 97; Chronicle, 10
Jun 96; Sentinel, 15 Oct 92, 25 Nov 93; ~ . 22 ftug, 17 Oct 85,
21 Jul 88, 22 }ug, 26 Dec 91, 8 Jan, J Sep 98, 4 Feb, 1, 15 Apr,
Nov 99, 26 May 00; Ingle, The Negro in Q.£., pp. 100-101; Sim~ons,
Men of Mark, pp. 118-19.
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many minor clerkships and custodial jobs as they had formerly.

Frederick

Douglass, though shorn of some of the one-time dignities of the Narshal
of the District, kept that post through President Hayes' administration,
•

while the lucrative position of Recorder of Deeds and the only less
sought-after office of Register of Wills continued to go to Negroes.

Both

before and after the Civil Service act of 1883 introduced competitive
examinations, colored office-holders feared for their posts when a new
administration took over, but even the shake-up anticipated during Grover
Cleveland's first tenn did not sharply cut the number of Negroes on the
federal payroll.

In 1891 out of 23,llili federal employees in Washington,

between 25'00 and 3000 were colored; they held 337 of the 6120 jobs in
the Department of the Interior and, though most of them were unskilled or
custodial, 127 ranked as copyists', "tnmscribers'", clerks' or more
responsible positions. Fewer than a third of the incumbents were District
citizens when appointed, but lociµ Negroes in a voteless community had
little reason to expect more for tremselves even from the Republican party
which derived its numerical strength in the District from its Negro members.
Fortunately, once appointed, Negroes rarely encountered overt hostility
from fellow white employees.<:/1 The Negro thlrd of the local population got

,

far less consideration from the District commissioners.

In 1879 one

appointment out of fifty to the police force was colored, none of twenty

to the fire department.

Later policy gave Negroes

never established a stable ratio.

some

of the jobs but

Outside the school system with its

colored superintendent and 285 colored teachers, in 1891 Negroes held only
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25 positions above the rank of messenger and day laborer. 13
Cleveland's second achinistration, troubled as it was by country-wide
unemployment, saw s drop in Negro prefennent, and Republican prosperity,
launched with the election of William lfoKinley, failed to restore the
earlier proportion in spite of the liberal attitude in the Treasury Department under Secretary Lyman Gage md Assistant Secretary Frank A. Vanderlip.
In other departments the falling off, if less pronounced than white men
expected, was at once a bitter disappointment to Negroes and a gloomily
foreseen development in keeping with the course of events in other areas
of Pmerican life.

Perhaps the most galling single grievance was the series

of apnointments the new President of Howard University made between 1897
and 1900; Rankin filled two out of every three vacancies with white people. l4
Economic Status
The collapse of earlier hopes for political and legal equality might
have distressed Negroes less had their economic opportunities widened consistently. With a colored population growing from the 57,000 of 1879 to

90,000 in twenty years, the District seemingly should have f'urnished abundant openings for Negroes trained in the professions and ready to serve
their own people. Washington in the 1890 1 s had in fact a large corps of
professional men-several hundred colored teacPsrs, about one hurxired

13 Sentinel, 10 Apr 80; Advocate, 3 Dec 81; Bee, 30 Dec 82, 13 Jan,
17 Feb, 3 Har, 7, 21 /lpr 83, 11 Dec 86, 29 Jan, 27 Jun 87, 19 Oct 89, 15
Feb, 22 Mar, U Oct, 22 Nov 90, 23, 30 May, 19 ~ep, 31 Oct 91;
25, 29
Jan 19, 2u Mar 81, 9 May 83, 2 Feb R7; Cleveland Leader, 7 Nov
; Ingle,
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l4 ~pt f'ec/Int, 1895, p. 724, !'er 3383; Bee, 2h /tug 95, 16 Aug, 5
Sep, 6 Oct 96, 15 Jan, 7 t'ay, 3 Sep, 8 Oct 98, WJun, 12, 19, 26 Aug 99,
13 Jan, L, 18 Aug oo.
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qualified ph.ysicians, somewhat fewer dentists, over ninety ministers and
scores of lawyers.

But except for the pastors, including those without

much schooling, oolored i:rofessional men faced hard sleddi~.

An over-

supply of teachers--About ten apnlicants for every olace in the school
system--created intense competition.

Relatively few Negroes could afford

to pay doctors', dentists', and lawyers' fees no matter how modest, and
a discouragingly large proportion of the colored people of means preferred
to deal with white men.

The Bee, scolding its readers ceaselessly,

observed that most colored people in Washington would not go to a colored
doctor "unless we wish to run a bill we do not intend to pay." Dozens of
lawyers in a frantic scramble to find clients underbid each other shamelessly, hawking their services in undignified fashion about the Police
Court.15
Colored business enterprises also suffered from Negroes' reluctance
to patronize men of their own race. The failure of the Freedmens Bank in
J.u..
1874, although~primarily to white exploitation, had shattered confidence
in their capacity to handle finances. 16 A colored savings bank opened in

1888 and yesrly thereafter increased the list of its depositors, but.
Negroes used white banks for most purposes instead of attempting to orga-

,

nize a commercial bank of their own.

As in

other American cities, Negro

merchants had enormous difficulty in competi~ with white for the colored

l5 Bee. 3 Jul, 20 Nov 86, 11 Jul, 16 Oct 87, 20 Nov 88, 26 Feb 96,
l Jul 99; Colored American, 14 Ms_y 98.

16 See above, ch. X, p. S-b;
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trade and could rarely cater successfully to both races.
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The career of

John A. Gray, a restaurant owner, illustrated some of the hazards.

"He

kept one of the first houses in the city," reported the 13ee. "He first
opened it for white people and was having a success until the Negroes kept
clanoring for a respectable place to go.

He opened his house to the high-

toned colored people and in less than a year they broke him up." Undeterred
by the refusal of white merchants to employ Negro help, colored families
persisted in trading at white shops.

Perhaps credit was easier there or

-

J

the selection of goods better, hut a pettier motive, some Negroes believed,
was more basic:

in the city's colored business world the "great impediment

has been jealousy and a dislike to see each other succeed. 1117
"Caterers" were one of the few groups who could safely avoid the
complications of seeking mixed or purely colored patronage, for the
business, unique to Washington, depended solely upon a white clientele.
Unlike the modern term, catering in the capital of the 188o 1 s and 1890 1 s
meant delivering hot meals twice a day to people living in rented rooms and
boarding houses who wished to escape from the restaurant or dismal boarding
house table by breakfasting and dining in their rooms.
charged from

r25

to ~30 a month per person.

The best caterers

Those with fast teams of horses

could deliver well-cooked dishes in the specially constructed double-racked
tin containers before the food cooled.

A skillful caterer with a hundred

clients could clear a considerable sum in a year despite the decline of

-
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his business in the months between congressional sessions.

Since the

enterprise, however urofitable, SJ'lacked of menial service, white men
rarely c0111peted l8
0

/\ few Negroes, on the other hand, made Money in fields considered
wholly dignified, notably real estate, building, and selling life insurance

"~"-'-4

ox fOtl 811 Q 6

1,i

benefit and relief associations.

James Wormley, owner

of the famous Wonnley J-!9use, left 1~n estate of over tl~,000 i:11 lBBb.~ hi~ _ . 1,_r..'
~
~ .4....1.~ ~ ..-..r,,,,.~tt, ~~ ,4..+.J,..J '? .ktt"~""'" ~•.""'7
1
sons, (chose to put the family fortune into the construction business.
...- V ~
Negroes who had owned local real estate before the war and had hung on to
it through the disasters of the Board of Public Works era and the Freedmen's
Bank failure

1~ at'itety

bo-

Le very well off indeed.

District Tax Collecter

John F. Cook, himself said to be the largest taxpayer of his race, reported
in 1887 two local colored men worth •100,000, two worth $75,ooo, a flour

merchant worth

i,o,ooo,

and some forty men with property valued at a figure

between $10,000 and ~2,,000.19
While the upper ranks of Negro society suffered from the lack of
the racial solidarity which might have strengthened Negro enterprises, the
lower class Negro was directly affected by the increasing hostility of
white workingmen and the readiness of labor organizations to bar him from
Lf.1,...,. -..eull.

membership. The situatio~in Washington than in Southern cities, worsened
steadily in the District of Columbia.

An analysis of 1881 attributed the

troubles of colored workmen in Philadelphia to foreign immigrants:

18 Cleveland Leader,

"Southern

5 Jan, 7 Apr 83.

19
Bee, 8 Jan, 11 Jun, 22 Oct 87, 6 Sep, 17 Nov 88,
12 Jan 89, l:! Jul 90; Star, 23 Oct 84, 18 Apr 1926; Simmons, ~ 2.f Mark,
pp. 249-.SO.
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cities were built by colored mechanical labor.

In this city twenty

years before the late war, it was no unusual thing to find a majority of
colored mechanics engaged in all the leading trades • • • •

But Irish

emigration was destined to strike a blow st the colored mechanic, from
which it will take years for him to recover." Negroes in Washington
looked upon Irishmen as enemies, but foreign immierants were too few in
t he last decades of the century to hes determining factor in the local
labor market.

In the early eighties the local carpenters' union drew no

official color line and one of the two mechanics unions had mixed membership, but white mechanics made life for their colored fellows miserable in
a dozen minor ways.

By refusing to a ccept colored apprentices, the unions

gradually excluded all Negroes.

A colored lodge of the Knights of Labor,

organized in 1884 as the Thad Stevens Assembly, fell apart even before the
Haymarket tragedy in Chicago two years later undermined the national
brotherhood.

In 1886 a Negro waiters' union appeared, but its ineffectual-

ness was painfully obvious.

Within a decade colored men found that occu-

pations "which by common consent were regarded as belonging to them such
as bargers, waiters and the like are now being monopolized by the whites."
Even in :k!m: domestic service white women at higher wages were replacing
Negroes, Booker T. Washington I s exhortations from Alabama that Negroes should
think less about political equality and more about acquiring competence as
workers fell on sterile soil in the District.

Men here agreed that economic

independence was important to the race but thought it unattainable by hard
work alone. 20

20 Advocate, 25 Dec 80, 15 Sep 83, 2h Sep 81, 21 Apr 82; Star, 10, 11
Jan 79, 17 Dec 81, 26 Jul 85; Sirmtons, Hen of Mark, pp. 270-72; ,e, 9 Jun,
22 Dec 83, 27 Sep 84, 8 May 86, 15 Jan, 1> Oct, 12 Nov 87, h May 9, 19 Oct
95, 1 Jan 97, 8 Oct 98, 30 Jun 00; Sentinel, 30 Mar 89.
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Educational Status~~ Colored Schools
To comhat the discriminatory attitudes of trade unions, "the curse
of which has more than aey other, fettered the energies of the colored
people," and to make all civil rights laws effective, non-segregated schools
seemed to some Negroes the first essential; only early association of the
races would induce

s

"more generous spirit" in white men.

Unfortunate]¥

for the proponents of mixed schools, the opposition of other Negroes
strengthened as the colored school system expanded and the number of teaching
posts grew.

The existence of a coihored high school and the openif€ of~

Miner Normal Scnool for Negroes in 1879, a year before a white high school
was established, undercut the integrationists• contention that the white
schools invariabzy received a disproportionate share of the annual budget
and provided a quality of education far superior to seything available in
the colored schools.

The question cane to the fore in 1881 and 1882 when

the school trustees were subjected to sh!IJ"P criticism for allowing two or
three very light colored children to attend white schools.

Negro advocates

of separate systems insisted that more money and better qualified Negro
trustees less prone to toady to whites and less ready to show favoritism
would correct every shortooming in the colored schools. 21 The Star, in
1882 no doubt voicing the opinion of most of its readers, declared the
question of school integration "purely sentimentala"
There is a small sprinkling of colored children in the white schools,
but for the most part the colored people prefer to have their separate
school organization with a superintendfl!lt and teachers of their own

21 ftdvocate, 13 Dec 79, 6 Nov 80, 8 Jan, 10, 24 ~ep 81, 11, 25 Feb,
20 !lay 82; Bee, 24 Jun, JO Dec 82, 24 Feb, 14 Apr 83, 10, 17, 24 Ma;y 84,
21 Nov 85; Sixth
ftnl Rut Bd of Trustees, pp. 29, 33, 67 •
......
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race; just as they prefer to maintsin their o~m distinctive organizations and benevolent and social associations. The colored schools
get their full share of school moneys; and in proportion to numbers
are supplied with better school accommodations than the whites. For
various reasons the colored children get on better in schools of
their own. One is that they are spared the dissdvantageous competition
with white children ef their o~m age who have had greater opportunities
at home and elsewhere for advancement in their studies. Again were
the schools to be merged it would necessarily throw 165 colored teachers
out of employment, as it could not be expected that the white school
popul:>tion of the District--outnumbering the colored about two to one-should give up their teachers to make room for colored teachers.
Under the present system the schools of Washington, both white and
colored, are prospering in a way to give them a national reputatiqn
as among the best in the country. Better let well enough alone 0 22
Congress remained immune to the pleas of integrationists and after 1883
most of their complaints subsided about injustice in the distribution of
school monies. 23
Conscientious members of the school board could not fail to realize
that money alone could not make the colored schools equal to the white; too
many colored children, as the ~ noted, came from homes without the

necessary background. 24 The comparative figures on adults unable to write
suggest the handicap under which the children of hundreds of Negro parents
labored:

22 star, 22 Feb 82.
23 Williston Lofton, "The Development of Public Education for Negroes
in Washington, D.c., A Study of Separate but F.qual Administrations," pp.

175-76 (ms dissertation, American Univ, hereafter cited as Lofton, "Separate

but F.qual").

'

24 Star 1h Sep 81, 15, 18 Mar, 29, 30 Sep, 25 Oct 82; Bee, 21 Jul

83, 17 11ayT.
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Illiteracy of Persons 21 Years of Age and
Over in the District of Colwnbia 25
188o

White
Colored

,

TI
59.3

1890

TI1

39.4

1900
1.86
30.47

From the mid-188o•s onward one group of colored people argued that vocational training was a wiser goal for the Negro schools than a more literary
education;

0

curriculwn like that of the white schools should wait until

the econom.i.c level of the average colored family had risen enough to enable
Negro children to benefit from purely academic courses.

In the 1890 1 s

Booker T. Washington, by then head of the Tuskegee Institute, began to
popularize that thesis among white people who ,.. ai,pwently oblivious of its
iltu ,d st; cu1u10 t;a:t hne, saw in it an answer to the problem of creating a

permanent docile working class.

In _Washington contrary-minded Negroes,

although believing the plan equivalent to giving up the fight for racial
equality and accepting a position of inferiority for decades to come,
gradually abandoned the csmpaign for integrated schools.

After 1900 that

issue dropped out of sight for nearly two generations. 26
Meanwhile Negroes who were determined to develop an_independent
school system paralleling the white in every particular watched every move
of the school hoard, particularly the colored members.

Hy-persensitive as

most colored men were to eny possible slight, they criticized school administration so oonstantly that Jldmiral Baird, president of the board of trustees

25 Tenth u.s. Census, 1880, Population, pp. 916-25; Twelfth u.s.
Census, 1900, Population, II, pt II, 22- 23, 424- 25, 434-35.
- 26 Bee, 26 Feb 87, 11 Feb, 3 Mar 88, 28 Aug 97, 22 Oct 98, 22 Dec
00; Advocate, 15 Sep 83; Lofton, "Separate but Equal," pp. 185-186.
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in 1899, r esigned in protest at Negroes who were "never satisfied. 1127 The
f act was undeniable that salaries were nearly 10 percent lower and teaching
loads slightly heavier in the colored than in the white schools.
.r

At an

annaul salary of ~75o a colored high school teacher earned $74. 54 less than
hts white counterpart, and t he differential for grmrunar and primary grade
teachers was as great or greater.

In 1880 white classes averaged 52;2

children to a teacher and the colored averaged 54; in 1890 the ratio stood
at 40.9 and 46.7 respectively and in 1900 at 37.1 and 36. 5. Otherwise
the two systems ran generally parallel. The white teaching staff of 300 in
1880 grew to 530 in 1890 and to 857 in 1900, while the colored expanded from
158 to 265 and by 1900 to 426.

The District had far too few schoolrooms,

especially for the primary grades in which most children had to get all the
schooling they would ever have, but half-day sessions at the end of the
century were more common in the white than in the colored schools.

Further-

more, in spite of Negro complaints ·about favoritism in teaching appointments
and incompetence on the part of George F. Cook, the colored school superintendent of thirty years' experience, the Negro schools made a good showing.
Although some evidence pointed to lower standards in the colored gride
schools than in the white, in examinations given all high school students
in 1899, the colored high school s cored higher than either the Eastern or
the Western white high schools.

But when Congress, disturbed by the

barrage of criticism of the District's schools, reorganized the entire

27 Advocate, 16 ftug 79, 21 Jul 83; Bee, 21 Jul 83, 17 May, 5, 12,
19 Jul 84, 12, 19 Nov 87; ptns, S54ft-Jl9, n.d., S56A- Jl4, 6 Apr 00;
Lofton, "Separate but Equal," p. 187.
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administrative r.cheme by replacing the board of trustees with a sevenmember Board of Education empowered to appoint a single superint endent
for all t',e schools, most Negroes were well pleased. They evidently believed
their schools would gain more in efficiency than they lost in prestige by
h~ving a white man put above the colored assistant superintendent. 28
Unhappily, however good the education available to Negro children,
relatively few of them stayed in school beyond the fourth grade, and of
those who finished the eighth grade still fewer went on. This was particularly true for boys.

"The fact is," remarked the Bee, "there are

inducements to keep white children in the ,mite High School. • • • Our
colored citizens should see to it that some effort be made to keep their
boys in the schoolso" Quite apart from their poverty, the seeming futility
of acquiring more than an acquaintance with the three r's deterred a great
many Negro families from making the effort.

They saw well-educated girls,

barred from suitable occupations by an inflexible caste system, drift into
t he life of the demi-monde and Negro college graduates forced for want of

'?

something better to 1~ake , jobs as waitei;s and hotel pell boys. 29 :::R \~
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28 Bee, 12 Jul 84, 11 Feb 88, 13 Nov 91, 15 Jan, 22 Oct 98, 26 Aug,
2 Sep 99, 21 Jul, 11 Aug, 29 Sep 00; S Rpt 711, 56C, 1S, 23 Mar 00, PP• 1- 4,
125-26, 195-96, 230-31, 296-97, and supplemental Rpt, Pt 2, 14 Apr oo, p.
14, Ser 3889; Lofton, "Separate hut Equ11l," pp. 16u- 87.
29 S Rpt 711, 56C, lS, 23 Mar oo, p. 231, Ser 3889; Booker T.
Washington, !!E ~ Slsvvry, p. 91; Ingle, The ;egro !!! Q•.£., pp. 34-37, 103;
Sixth .Annual Rpt Bd of Trustees, p. 152; Rpt, l 92, o. 17; Rpt Bd of
Education, 1901, pp. 140-430
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to elevate greatly the general level of Negro society, Washington's Negro
aristocrats had begun to detach themselves as completely as possible from
the Negro rank and file; for their own reassurance they must sharpen Negro
class distinctions whether or no white peoole recognized them.

In other

cities also educated colored men defended the thesis that the social
equaltty of all Negroes was a concept destructive to racial progress.

In

Washington, the withdrawal of tre elite, perceptible in the 1870's but
increasingly noticeable thereafter, created long-enduring hostility.'fl In
188o a letter to the Advocate declared Frederick Douglass, John F. Cook
and one or two others to whom the community had once looked for leadership
"have shewn conclusively how little they care whether other colored men
sink, as long as they swim." Willian Chase of the Bee, not himself one
of Washington's "first families" but occupying a plece in the upper baackets
of the rank just below, alternately defended the aloofness of the "exclusive
set" and attacked it for a snobbery which he believed originated in the
determination of the Lotus Club after 1863 to force contrabands to keep to
themselves.

Later societies undertook to heighten that snobbery.

Monday Night Literary is a cast organization," wrote Chase.
t

"The

"There is more

intelligence excluded than there is in the association •••there are few
holding clerkships who belong to the Monday Night Literary. Messengers,
watchmen and laborers are excluded." Members had ceased to give New Year's
Day

receptions because they did not want to meet "objectionable upstarts."

The Negro press repeatedly insisted "There is more discrimination among the
colored people than there is among the white against the colored." A
petition of 1896 complained to Congress that only daughters of "the favored
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few" were admitted to the colored normal school.

"The would-be leaders

• •• John M. Langston excepted, have taken no interest in the general
welfare of the masses of our people; political office by all means, after
that, their wish is total exclusion from their race and to be white."30
Yet most of th§.t small group composing the highest circle of Negro society
were indeed nearly white, and maey of them had personal distinction as
scholars, office-holders and professional men.

They were certainly cul-

turally closer to the white community than to the lower class Negro.

In

displaying an ungenerous attitude toward their inferiors, they were beh~ving
little differently from most self-made white men who reached positions of
eminence in the face of enormous obstacles. 31
In 1883 the Sentinel, Washington's German-American newspaper edited
by a former abolitionist, presented the tolerant white man's view of the
Negro's position:
The colored people of Washington enjoy all the social and political rights that law can give them, without protest and without
annoyance. The public conveyances are open to them, and the theatres,
the jury box, the spoils of party power are theirs. Many of these
men are wealthy•••

!

But the color line is rigidly drawn in what is known as society.
Wealth, learning, official place, give no colored family the rigltt
or privilege of entering the best or the commonest white society on
terms of equality or enduaance. In this respect the colored race
lives as separate and exclusive a life as in the days of slavery,

30 Advocate, 4 Dec 80; Star 11 May 80; Bee, 2 Feb 84, 2 Jan, 17, 24,
31 Jul, 18 Sep 86, 1 Jan, 30 Apr 8i, 26 Feb, 11 Hay, 20 Jun 91, 16 Jan 97,
16 ~ep 99, 17 Nov 00, 1?, 19 Jan, 25 Feb Ol; ptn, H.5LA-H7.6, 2 Jun 96.
3l See cuts accompanying the articles on Washington Negroes in
Simmons, Men of Mark; Richard Bardolph, "The Distinguished Negre in .America,
1770-1936?American Historical Review, LX, No. 3 (Apr 1955), PP• 527-47.
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and as a drop of tfrican blood was once held to make a man a negro,
so now it taints him and makes an innnutable barrier against social
recognition.
,
,
. ,
~ ~ ~
ff.x-Senator Blanche K, Bruce, ,._Washington• s leading NegroJ lives
in a handsome house that he o,ms on M street, It is richly furnished
, • ,Mrs . Bruce is a handsome woman, with not a suggestion of her
race in her face, and whose manners are regarded as the consw.mation
of ease, grace and courtesy, She dresses as richly and handsomely
as any woman in the city. In official circles Mr, Bruce is received
in courtesy and as a political equal, but there th~ line~awn.

.
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Frederick Douglass, the most influential Negro in white men's eyes, was

J,..

unpopular among his own people.

"He is regarded as guilty of the same

sins toward the colored men of which he accuses the whites, nanely, refusal

to recognize t~mt ~:r;_,9-ave personal relati~ns ;.rith.._them," ~ t ( r ~ ~

)r

~

~

whites and too good for ~

~
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n,.;. I ~ ~ ~
other egroes, ~ns~~~~~! ~~~~=;~~ive set not good enough for ~
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own race, but the next lower rank was equally\ -;} ~-

?~

disdainful of the class below..., '.Ill e
el the s econd stratum tff!-8 ~ overn,,..., .~ tc-a ....... ~ ™' ,.. , ... ~
~
.
ment clerks,- "They are well dressed, seem to prosper an~ are happy. For

tJ.,4 ' ' '>.fJ-•

~

'tt}le great bulk of the colored population--the servants, laborers and the
poor--they have sympathy, but have no more social relations than a white
family would."

Those at the base of the social pyramid "in the main .are

thriftless, living from ·hand to mouth; happy if they do nothing, happy
if they get

.

~

job.

Their social instincts are gratified by the organiza-

tion and maintenance of societies of all sorts, benevolent, patriotic, SlllCial
and economic.

There are nearly one thousand of these organizations, sup-

--~

ported almost entirely by the laboring colored people 0 n3 2

·,,.,..

~

That portreyal, if fitting tne Washington of 1883, was too simple

"

32

Sentinel, 22 Dec
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and too cheerful in tone to describe the Negro community a decade or more
later.

Before the end of the century the class structure resembled a

pyramid less than a truncated cone capped by a needle.

From the strata

below, the Negroes who danced on the point of the needJe. apoeared to be
not angels but scarcely more accessible than heavenly creatures.

Of the

District's 700 octoroons and 1100 quadroons, those who had in addition to
light color the other qualifications of antiquity of family, money, education, and honorable occupetion belonged to this aristocracy; "honorable
occupations" included the professions, political posts of more than trivial
importance, banking, real estate brokerage and businesses not tinged with
menial service. Washington's Negro "Four Hundred," as the Bee dubbed the
aristocrats, probably numbered not more than sixty or seventy familiea.33
The middle class in the 1890's apparently derived mainly from the
District's 18,000 mulattoes.

Although there were those of "doe-nut or

ginger-cake color who said those blacker than themselves should be ignored, n
the exceptionally able, anbitious, full-blooded Negro might also be accepted. 34
Minor government employees still formed the core of this group, but even a
government clerk if a newcomer to the District uas held suspect by native
Washington Negroes and did not have immediate entree to upper middle class
circles. vlhether the barber, the caterer, the livery-stable man, the
•

oyster-house owner or the proprietor of any other small business was

33 Eleventh U.S. Census, 1890, Population, I, 397. Later published
ceneuses do not tabiiiate-Negroes by degree of color. The description of
the class divisions given here is based on careful study of the local newspaper files of the period.
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acknowledged as upper or lower middle class evidently depended upon the
extent of his business success as well as his nativity and his complexion.
The gradations were several, but the middle class as a whole was more fluid
and less selective than the top level group. Warnings frequently appeared
in the Bee about unsuitable marriages between scions of established families
and those of doubtful antecedents who wormed their way into the "social
circle" by joining a "tony" church, by enrolling for a few weeks in one of
Howard University's professional schools or by making a specious show of
great wealth.
The Negro press largely ignored the "masses," and only noticed the
few low class Negroes who by hook or crook began to edge their way up, but
in so class conscious a place as colored Washington a certain amount of

differentiation no doubt developed also among the
Negroes.

56,ooo

full- blooded

Perhaps the one generally recognized distinction lay between

hard- working honest laborers , on the ore hand, and, on the other, the
shiftless who enjoyed idleness as fully as steady wages and the undeniably
large number of thieves and other petty criminals.
For the mid-20th century reader, the most striking and distressing
feature of Washington's Negro newspapers at the end of the 19th century is
the exhibit.ion of back- biting and the destructive jealousy of one class
and one Negro toward another.

Let anyone get his head ever so litt le

above his associates and his indiVidual accomplishments and former services
were forgotten in vitriolic attacks upon his real or imagined self-seeking
and other shortcomings.

Instead of taking pleasure in seeing a colored

man win recognition, his fellows at once set to work to belittle him.

If
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white people applauded him, his own people accused him of sycophancy and
putting on airs.

The New National Era had never taken that line, and the

Peooles Advocate, which ceased publication in 1884, pursued it far less
than the ~ .

The Bee, never wholcy consistent in its point-of-view,

indulged in more sweeping condemnations of individuals and organizations
the longer it ran. Perhaps its publisher found the paper sold better when
it concentrated upon scandal and malicious gossip.

A comment on a problem

affecting the welfare of Washington as a whole was an utmost rarity.
mendation of 11ny Negro was only less unusual.

Com-

Small wonder that few

colored people were ready to expend themselves for others; the reward would
be hostility, not gratitude.35

Negro Charities

!!!!! Self Help

Booker T. Washington, a.fter some months at the Baptist Wnyland
Seminary in 1878-79, decided that Washington was no place for a Negro who
wished to dedicate his life to helping his race; here false standards and
selfishness predominated. Among immigrant:. minorities and among the Jews
in the District, a sense of group solidarity produced mutual helpfulness,
in spite of internal jealousies.

Not so among Negroes. While the pressures

of caste which le pt the gifted colored man from moving as far upward as his
•

talents would otherwise permit explained this contrast, the result was
damaging to every Negro:6' A Philadelphia journal observed that Congress
was naturally disinclined to do anything for Washington's colored people,

35 Bee, 17 Jul 86, 28 Apr, lS Ded 88, 8 Jun 89, 17 Nov oo, 23 Mar,
27 Apr Ol; ltr, Jesse Lawson to Booker T. Washington, 6 May 02, Booker T.
Washington mas (L.c.).
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since they perennially made themselves a laughing stock:
If there is to be an Emancipation demonstration; if a principal
or trustee of the public schools is to be appointed, or if a ball is
to he given to entertain the visitors from the states to Presidential
inaugural ceremonies, pandemonium at once breaks loose and rival
factions begin to clamor for recognition claiming that this one's
father was a hcrse thief, that one doesn't know who his father was,
another was not married when he should have been, another is too
black, another is too light and therefore does not represent the race,
another does not belong to the best families and still another is an
inter:I,o_per wh:> "jest d,.apped from God knows whar and nobody here
knows,nis people is."37
~~--The minority to whom that characterization did not apply suffered
from it as much as did the vulgar and ignorant.
Who of our so called colored representative men L9sked the Bee
in 188j] can point to a single thing of a public character beneficial to the colored people established and fostered by them? To
their shame and to the humiliation of the race the record is a
blank, and with all our boast about our wealthy and representative
colored men the race is dependent upon the charity of whites for
that which should be looked after by our "representative colored
men." What the uegro race wants is less eloquent talk and more
practical work 3ti
0

Similar comments recurred throughout the 1890 1 s,

11

If you talk to our

people about an excursion down the river in August, or a cake walk in
December, they will listen to you and will no doubt purchase several
tickets • • • •

•

•

There is a large per cent of the white population, in this

city, ready and willing to help almost a.iv colored enterprise.
fault is the colored people will not help themselves."

The great

The mutual benefit

6
3 Booker T. Washington,~ From Slav~, pp. 88-90; Cong Globe,
2S, 28 Jan 10, p. 8u2. See alsoi'ngle,e Negro ~ ,!!,.£., P• 109.
37 Philadelphia Odd Fellows Journal quoted in Bee, 23 Feb 01.
38 Bee, 15 Jan 87.
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societies in which much of the social life of wrking class Negroes
centered contributed a little to the relief of distress, but most of the
funds went for elaborate funerals rather than help for the living 0 39
The assertion that well-to-do Negroes never lifted finger for the

,l

-

1C\.~

needy was, of oourse, an exaggeration.
d

i

Q"' ·, 4 ,~

'"""'.s

Joh;n F. Cook for -:rear.a eeiveJ-on-

"'

.i

)

v sJ

i k2

the citizens relief collll1!ittee1 1 ~e..-~-~!le--De'!lft~ry•l ol"J of the Berean"'")
[J'I\ I f J , ~
Baptist church, after organi,zing

a

,
¼\!I ey

1

:r

..

Church J\id Society, founded in 1885

r'

the Home for,eFriendless Girls and enlisted the help of Negro churches

~
CI\Y-r>- "

~Q1

I {

ttl.>J;

1

t-1!..
y~>-r

-I

O

\ '

a free kindergarten and day nursery for

too

,

/

,,(}fl',

'.I ov'Y. •• A
y'J'lQ

--

•fv,e ,✓

I J,

,£, J . ~~ s~e raised a large sum of money for the Episcopa:i Freedmen's

..,.!?I , OJ"

~Vt>°'

'eJ

,

•~ tC" 1 church, was more conc~rned with 'CllCia3. equalit.y than with Negroe1T"' material

UJ6-I' "''{o 6 .i.
2t\

r,

children of

working mothers. \ Although Alexander C:rummel, rector of ~t. Lukes Episcopal S, +)

• \\ tiT
~\1Z, ll. ,

About the same time, two or three Negro , , c -,s~·

stores and~!lome white people.

+f e \ women opened

,..,_e,,,.

am ;i.

Society by sale of copies of one of his speeches.

~

L,

::";,es

Ai.~ l
'(t,J). t

The Colored Baptist

· ~

·I

Home Mission Society in 1887 was "putting shoes on the feet of the poor,
clothihg on them, and giving immediate aid," but $95.72 represented the
total sum collected in the course of several months from Wash~ton•s
thirty-five Baptist churches and the members of the society.

During the

worst of the depression of the nineties Negro volunteers worked With the
Associated Charities and the "Hill Group" on 6th street, moved by the

•

suffering of the poor at the foot of the hill, distributed food md fuel
in that neighborhood.

Probably a good many individuals without the bslcking

of any organization helped their neighbors.

Nov 98,

39 Ibid., 11 Jan, 3 May 90, 21 May 91, 30 Mq 96, 15, 22 Oct, 12
4 Fei,99.
C\

3~ ~ \,1s ~ S , ~'J .., ~' s

~()y

From a mother-child center

l'i,.,e,,.

Owt,

~J.,)

~°"'J '\<...R l 1

:>u-wL 'E •+ ,r

rs f'\,,,, .. , o.r,-. l\~ r o{l'> s
rwb1-l--(Tu1t~~r\o,-,.~,(ct',,terew ,•~~'\)~,r1,~k}1,t;'1-5
j

nocieties in which much or the eoeitl life of working olaae Ht>gl'()es cen~
contributed a little to the relief or distreas, but rtost of the t\tnds went

tor el aborate funeral.a rat her t han hel p for the ll'd.ng. 39
the as~rtion that -qll- to-do Uegroos never lifted finger for the

neecy wrui, of oourso, "n exam:eration. 39•

John " • Cook, ror years ffl active

!llet"ber of tho citinns rE>llP..r OOM!!"ittee, waa also a tru1tee of the "fo!'le for
t estitut• Colored \t,'OMn an-:! Cbild!-en, -while ,., down -iu'bllc-spirited Negro
Wo"'l('n r.erve-1 on tl'le board o" aana,ore11~11.

O:wtist Church, after organit.in~

ll

I n 188!> 11 l!l<"'lber of tho l:ereen

Church Ai d Society, founded \n: · 0&5 the

Yome for ..riondies a Girls and e nlisted t ho hel o of Meara churches and

lbout the ••e t v,e, two or thN e Negro women opened n freo kindergarten and
da7 nursery tor tho children of workil'li t10tbars )anti in the 1890•a[the newly
-,r&•l'liaed Colored t,,Ol'll'n 1 ll League ex-oanded t he p:rogr81'!.

Alt houah ~launder

Crw-,el, rector of St. Lukl's J'lc>i soopal church, w11s more concerned with
developing character i n his peo-:,11' t"'an with their 1u,terial progreea, he
raised a l arae eur, or 111<>ney for the F:pi 11cop&l
of copies of one o~ his iroeeches.
Societ7 was

11

puttinc shoes on

gin ng 1.. .adiate aid, " but
oo•IJ'~c of St'Ve'ra.l l!!Ontbs

th,,

eedmen ' a Aid Society by sa1e

I l'l 1887 the Colored Bnr,tist Homo l'iesion
feet of the voor, clothing on t hea, and

t9S. 72 r epresented tho tot•l sum col lected in t he

f :l'()!ll

W•shini>ton' a thirty- five Btl'Ot ist cl urohea ond

the l"!C"l!llent of t t-e 11oci et y .

l\1rl ng t?\e wor st of the -iepres eion of the nineties

1:eet"O voluntc>ers worked Vi th

t he A1l!Ociatl!d Chnritiee, and the " ''ill Group" on

6th street, ir.oved by the euf"'1tr1ng of the poor at the foot of t he bil l , distributed f OC'd and £\!el in tbtl.t neighborhood.

Pr obably- a good nany relatively

woll- to-do 1nt11vidm,ls I'm • h~lp vithout vorkl.ng t hro\lih arr:, or geni11ation, jjUllt
os desp1>r ately poor peop l e wer e folln:i caring for tl'10 cbU drffl of even poorer
neighbors , Fr<>111 a r.iother- child cent.ir opened 1n 1895 caoo t.he ~uthwvst
39 Ibid . , 11 Jan, 3 t ny 90, 21 f',.y 91, 30 t' llY 96, l >, 2:, Oct 12 Nov

98, h r'eb 99;"
39• 1.. r . B. f'.utlo1e, f,ome 11r •o~ta of .A!llaricen ~ ee for their Own
Sel.f'- f"ettcn:ient (Third .Atlanta l~onferenco, ""'flmTiPP• 14,36- 37, ~1=>9;-
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Sooial Settlement.

Th.at year Mies hmnda Boven, tu,aisted by i'unda from the

, etropolitn.'l l f r i can t1ethodiat T"li11copal Church, leunched tho Sojourner Truth
ROl:18 tor orldng Girls.

Three yem•a letl'lr the Colored ~:o,.,en• 11 Le1169,e of

\.: a11hitli:ton undertook "'esoue Work" eong young wo1:1C.n.

A etudy preporcd for a

conference on t,egro pl'Oblrme i n 1898 liated thirty- eight Negro churchea in
Wal!hington which spent !4300 for charit) , contributed t o the support of
eighty- three benevolent mld lllissionary societies and s upplied twelve wor ker ,

:Ln the elume and the jail.

Th" individual gonoroai ty or Professor k-illiem

Hart o f' Ho-word IJniveraity l'lnde po11siblo t he Hart '·orm Sc,"11001 tor colored boya.
And in 1900 a colored wor.;m stitrted the Stoddard Jlliptiot Hollie for gged Megroee. 40
f et when everything i s added togothcr, the record of t:ejp'o charit.tee,
whi l e not ~blank, " 11 di stinct~ l\eagre.

It looked t hinner in the 1880 1 1 11nd

1890' • t hl'n i n the two preced,ns decades in spite of the greater voalth ot the
upper and mi ddle clue Negro coi:r-;unit ies at t~e end ot the century.

The

impressively long list of wlf&"e projects was deceptive , for most of the
unc'e rtakinge were nidl- scllle and ol'>art- llvod unl ee11 white people
/•nd t h'° uncooperativeness

rescue .

v .,ite ">hili>nghropiet11.
eomittoe, Mtbat

II

01111te

to the

ot well - to- do J/e£l"(les chilled the ardor of

"t,• JOU know, " s wile

VOl!lll?l

told e COl1ltJ:'e81'ional

good dolll. of what wu aood i n t.11e race has gon1:1 and they

are now in a atate or trmsi tion. ,.Loa \.hat exespera.ted whites fai led to take
into account wsa t hat t he social pres&UJ'Oa which f ostered phil anthropy i n the
white conir..unit;y could not operate ef.foctivc~ niong Pf'Ople who f elt their
precarious r ositi,,n in t l.o d. ty' s over-all i:ocial atrnct'l!?'e pr ogreosively and

ineecapahly wel!keniJ'lG further .

ill!!•',

And ~hit& people probebl.:f attributed larger

Beo, 18 Sep, .30 Oct 86, 22 Jan, 5 Mar, ll~ May 87, 10 Jon, 7
Feb 99; Clevelan,i V>ai:!Ct", 29 l"eb 81.i; l dvocate, 5 Feb,
20 >lov 81; I n~bel Li .n dssy, "Particip•tion ot Nearoe1 in the l 111,ablioh!!tent of
Welfare Servi•o, 1865- 1900, Iii th ir;,eoi al reference to the Distr i ct. of Columbia, Plarylmd and Vi l'ginia, " pp. l 2u, 129- ,30, 137-5!>, l.59, 16h, l7073J (1110
dissertation, Univ . of i ttaburgh, hffl"Ca:f'ter citetf as Lindsey, "Negro Welfare
"'e-rvicetY) .
hoa Ch !'r ge, SSr., l !'l , #pr 97, n. 56~ !!2! llp t 2- ~ ~ !g! Pestitute
"oloroJ! ~ oi,,on !!l:! l.:hil ti"ren, 1091.
40

~•or 91, 22 Jlec

9u, 25

6,0a
resr1urces to pro~rou• 1,/efroes than they actually bad.

e:mwhile,

?!ogr o p:,stors md Nogro churches which .:.n earlier years had not onl:y
P'"Ovid(.'(i ao1ritual lendorsh1p but tak'1n rn active part in lightening
ll'aterl al diatresn ,ip:>arentl,f lost sight of bo~h goals
vied with oach other in bull<ful.g big ooutly church

rui

COl'lil'Ogations
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edifices.

Between the worldliness of the sophisticated churches and the

excessive other-worldliness of those wedded to a somewhat primitive highly
emotional religion teaching that only heaven or hell in the hereafter
mattered, the efforts of the handful of selfless civic-minded Negroes met
with defeat. Proposals to turn over to the National Colored Home the proceeds of f.'mancipation Day celebrations fizzled because the money from
ticket sales went into the pockets of "sharks" or for the rental and
elaborate decorations of floats for the parades.

Lack of funds threatened

to close the Sojourner Truth Home three years after it opened.

A small

indebtedness, which modest gifts could have wiped out, shut down the
colored YMCA.

According to one critic of his people, when Negroes contri-

buted to any good works their motive was notoriety not Christian charity.
Such behavior was characteristic of the nouveax riches the world over, 1:ut
the disturbing fact remained that the generosity that had once distinguished
Washi~ton's upper class Negro society was rarely in evidence at the end
of the century. 41
Negroes with means could scarcely plead ignorance of the WBnt about
them, for destitution was nearly as widespread as 1n post Civil War years.
In the early nineties while most of the District was enjoying enormous

..

prosperity, 16,ooo persons, the great majority of them colored, were without
visible means of support; in 1870 the number had been little greater.

Until

1897 the police were responsible for reporting cases of pauperism and

41 Lindsay, 11 Negro Welfare Services," pp. lOS-08, 112, 115-18, 133;
Advocate, 20 Nov 81, S ftpr 84; Bee, lS Jan, 24 Sep 87, 3 Mar, 24 May 88, 11
Jan, 3 May 90, 12 Oct 98, 4 Feb, 16 Sep 99, 16 Jun 00, 23 Mar 01; Ingle,
The Negro !!l E•.£•, pp. 95-96, 107; Carter G. Woodson, The History of the
Negro Church, pp. 224-30.
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illness and for distributing relief, but if Negro distrust of the police
interfered with the officers' efficiency, nothing indicated that they
failed to act promptly and with humanity.

They found Negro families eking

out existence by picking spoiled food from garbage cans and dUmps.

House-

holds in the Negro slums were ridden with illness; in 1891, one report
beside
described a one-room shanty in llhich/a dead infant lay five adults and
siE children stricken with influenza.(Four-fifths of the patients at \
the Freedmen's Hospital were indigent Negroes; ef the 17,048 people to
whom the District's seven public dispensaries ministered in 1891, over
12,000 were colored.

Negroes needing medical service disliked having to

deal with the police, but the health department defended the system of
having police officers report calls to the physicians of the poor because
'\ the arrangement avoided confusion, hastened investigations of complaints

I

and relieved the doctors of "the untidy class." The most conscientious
physician could do little more than palllste momentarily the miseries he
encountered daily. /\(n twenty years the colored death rate dropped to 28.12
per thousand from the 40. 78 of 1876, but Negro mortality alwa;rs greatly
exceeded and in most years was double that of whites.42 Infant mortality,
shockingly high for whites, ran in 1890 to 338.5 per thousand for Negroes
and in 1900 to 317.

The occasional charge that Negro "ignorance and

indifference" was to blame was a part-truth.

A larger cause, as the health

42 Ingle,~ Negro in Q•.£.,pp. 98-100; Advocate, 19 Apr 79, 27 Mar
80; Star, 15 Mar 82; Comrs Rpts, 1887, pp. 16-17, Ser 2547, 1889, p. 14,
Ser 2731; H Ex Doc 1, .5].c, lS, 20 Jul 89, p. 94, Ser 2726.
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proprietor or Dia the beer h:ill there closed the place 1n 1887, colored
picni ck•rs f or • tilr.e were allowed to nse

the

Sohuetr.envere1n pt1rk.

l'utual benefit oooiet1"• arranced excursions down the Potomac until the
stem boat lillas, adopting the prete.kt that every boat wae already

chlll"ter•d, refused to sell Nearo•s t1cute{1/For lower clac1 N ~a
the great event ot t he yeor wu tt:e annual Fm1111cipati on f .-y Pff&de

65h
on April 16th.
part.

·{

Every colored organization in the District usual4' took

Despite a d.)wnpour of rain, in 1883 the orocession was a mile and

a half long; ewry trade union had its float and among the scores of
societies parading in dress array were the Chaldeans, the Knights of Moses,
the Osceol:J.S, the Galilean Fishermen, the Sons and Daughters of Samaria,
the Soltd Yantics, the Lively Eights and the Celestial Golden Links.

White

onloJkers, watching the elaboratezy decorated floats and the thousands of
N.agrocs marching on foot to the accompaniment of twelve brass bands, were
impressed, lll'IUsed or indignant at the money poured into the display. h4
Sophisticated Negroes sensitive to the white ridicule protested now and
again that a church service would mark the day more fittingzy.

Frederick

Douglass pleaded in 1886:

_,.,

The thought is already gaining ground • •• that tinsel show, gaudy
display and straggling processions, which empty the alleys and dark
places of our city into the broad day-light of our thronged streets
and avenues, thus thrusting upon the public view a vastzy undue propertion of the most unfortunate, unimproved, and unprogressive class
of the colored people, and thereby inviting public disgust and contempt, and repelling the more thrifty and self-respecting among us,
is a positive hurt to the whole colored population of this city. These
annual celebrations of ours •• ,should bring into notice the very
best elements of our colored population, end in what is said and done
on these occasions, we shoulpJind a deeper and broader comprehension
of our relations and duties.45
But until the school board voted in 1899 not to dismiss the colored schools

..

for the day, the parade on the 16th of April was more important to· most of
colored Washington than the 4th of July and Christ mas and New Year's

h4 Ingle, The Nef,;o in D.c., p. lo6; Cleveland Leader, 19 Apr 83,
28 Sep 84; Bee, 21 Apr 3, 19 Sep 85, 21 Apr 88, 5 Apr 90; Advocate, 28
Apr 82.
45 Bee, 24 Mar 88.
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combined. 46
Fv.w middle and upper class Negroes were in a position to carp at
the P.;.,;:travagances of their social inferiors, for in much of their own

)

orversion display was an essential ingredient.

Below the thin top CJrUst,

all Negro society was intent upon keeping up with the Joneses.

Booker T.

Washington spoke with dismay of seeing "young colored men who were not
earning mare than four dollars a week spend t1ro dollars or

ITl<J' e

for a

buggy on Sunday to ride up and down Pennsylvania Avenue ~n, in order that

they might try to convince the world that they were worth thousands."
Negro "dudes" in plug hats and carrying canes swaggered about the streets
to impress their fellows .

Clothes were all-important.

At a party held by

one of the social clubs ''young gentlemen and ladies in and just leaving
their teens, assembled, dressed in full reception style, the young gents
in full dress suit, the ladies in every ornamentation art or fancy could
give.

One lady of fSTJ ily remarked, 'they are all plebians, too! 1 "

tlebians

as well as aristocrats still attended the theatre occasionalzy, but as
time went on evening parties at home or affairs sponsored by one or another
literary society became a more customary form of entertainment. 47 Athletics
had not yet begun to loom large, although Negro bicycle clubs appeared in
~
the eighties and 1n the nineties colored cyclists held races at.Park

·-·

Cycle Track.

,,
46 Ibid., 7 Mar 96, 18 Mar 99.
47 Cleveland Leader, 7 Apr 84; B. T. Washi~ton, UQ From Slavery,
pp. 88-89; Bee, 14 Apr 83, 27 Aug, 10 Sep, 17 Dec 98; Advoca'Ee; 17 Jan,
22 May 80, 24Jun 99.
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The com.ng of President l':ilson in 1911

2poe2red, moreover, to uresage revolutionary uoheaval) but the effect eoo
oroved to he merely a <:uicken::.ng of the reform soirit that hod stirr<'d in
the City since thn late 1890' :i 1111d a strengthening of the will to keep

the gains of the immediate past.

Just as ,~e keynote of the early 20tn

century was gratification over what :•:ashington had come to represent, so
the dominant note of the lPst pre-war years was detemination to sept r
"ulfill the dPstiny her citizens enVisaged for her.

Complacency nbout

their achievemf'nts even ~t ite oe2k in no ~ay orecluded recognition of
shortcomings still Awaiting ccrrection, bu·, oJtimism over the communitv s
ability to resolve unanswered oroblems and to meet new as they arose
:orev.iiled after as well as before the alterad "er.rper .<Jf Co~ess multJ.oli
difficuities.

That faith in 1"ashington'

capRcity to m:ike herself th

oeri"ect. model for all Jmeric~r mu..riiciu,,lities sourred the efforts of
oublic-spirited citizens, while it proviclecl for the irresnonsibla and
imoerceptive a pleasPnt feelirg that all wns fo1 the best in the b~st -0f
all possible cities.
Physical Improvements
So far froir. stagnating in the -pl< as·•nt vamtli o_

the '"OSt admired and envied city in

Ju,,.c11c

indJ.ng her,e)

ct•ring the early yea"s of

20th century, Wasl-ington mi,de stead-J prot,ri•e:;s _r, ner drive to become t
o-t beauti~al canital in the world. lndeed,

uccess ~r tu:rnine oma f

reams into visible realities exceeded reasonable ,opes,
ro, s<'d by the proposals of tl'!o Park CommisSl.c

!IS

anc the int c

they bacame

ltnolm

d

4
1902 gave new impetus to ci tl· planning th.,.oughout the country• 1 What a
rnigazine writer called 11\oiashin~ton's civic renascence" could obviously not
have taken physical form without the endorsement of Congress, for not only
were lPrge-soale imorovements to federal property the very core of the plan,
,

but the soending of every dollar oi' local tax money had to receive congressional approval.

And horrifi.ed holders of the nurse strings estimated

the cost of executing the ol;an in its entirety at sums ranging from

r200,ooo,O/JO to t600,000,(}(Y).

?

Nor could loc-,1 citizens, irrespective of

their talents, have commanded the prestige needed to win over Congress to
so el11borate a scheme; to perimade Washington's "city council" to considc
parts of it required the professional skills and the reoutation of a Danie
Burnham,

11

Charles McKim,

A

Frederic],

LAw

Olmstend, and an ftugustus St.

Gaudens.
Yet the role of the local community was by no means negligible.

"'h~

Board of Trade, citizens' associations and influential individuals had

orodded and pleaded for years before Senator James McMillan induced his
ai>sociates on the Hill to sancticn the aopointrnent of an advisory Park
Commission; rnd important fe;atures of the connission's magnificent over-all
plan duplicated those long urged by Washington taxpayers.3 Perhaps the
1ridesore:id assumption that Washingtonians contributed nothing and merely

l Charles Zeublin, "Washington Olrl 11nd New," Ch1>utsguan, XXXIX, .Apr
04, pp. 156-67; Frederick Law Olmstead, "ileautifying the City," Independent, LIV, 7 Aug 02, op. lfl7o-·n; H, B, ,facfarland, "The Rebuilding of
the Nation:il Ci>pitol," The ftmeric:in City, I, Seo Nov 09, Po 3.

2 Tillles, 1 Nov 07.
3 See Pbove ch. XIII, po.

;

~

Rpt

~

of' Tr, 1902, p. 11;

5
reaped the benefits of o·~her men's aesthetic concepts derived from popul~
magazine articles which contrasted in dramatic phrases the beautiful city
soon to emerge under the Park Commission's guidance with the dreary community
in which the natives had supposedly been content to live until, in spite
of themselves, Boss Shepherd briefly shook open their oooketbooks. 4
In submitting its report in JanuPry 1902, the Park Commission made
no request for appropriations,

The function of its experts as they them-

selves interpreted it was to prepare "a well-considered general plan
covering the entire District of Columbia," with the object of securing a
"harmonious and consistent building up" of the city.

As Congress provided

for new buildings and parks, it would have a blue print to follow instead
of letting the former "piecemeal, haphazard and unsatisfi,ctory methods"
prevail.

Consistency in sticking to a plan was More important, Frederick

Olmstead insisted, than the adoption of any narticular plan,

L1Enfant•s

origilnal plan, restored where obliterated or mangled by past makeshifts,
served as the basis of the commission's pronosal, although some adaptationf,
and considerable enlargement of the 1791 lay-out were necessary for the
20th century city.'
Since an unobstructed !fall, the "government gardens" stretching from
the Capitol to the Potomac, was a Vital element in L1 Fnfsnt 1 s scheme, the
park comnissioners had early realized th1>t they must either abandon the

4 Eg., Zeuhlin, "Washington Olcl Pnd New," Chi>utaquan, XXXIX, Apr
04, pp. 159-64; Carroll D, Wright, "The Embellishment of Washington,•
Independent, LIV, 13.Nov 02, p~. 2683-85.
5 1' Rpt 166, 57C, lS, 15 Jan 02, 1'er 4259; Olmstead, "Beautifying
a City," Independent, LIV, Aug 02, p. 1870.
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Frenchman'€ plan or persuade ·i-he Pennsylvenia railroad to remove its trsckii,
train sheds and the heavy--t01-1ered stone deoot f:rom the Mall.

As the law

oassed in February 1901 autho'"i.zed the Pennsylvania railroad to enlarge
its holdings there and to erect a huge new station at 6th street, the task
of inducing the corooration to relinquish its title to that valuable land
oromised to be difficult if not impossible,
at the end of

a

In i'ugust 1901 Daniel Burnh21n,

Park C-Ommission tour of European cities, sought out

flexander Cessatt, president of the railroad, in London.

Unexpectedly

Cassatt volunteered to withdraw from the Mall 1,nd to collaborate in building
a Union station, orovided that comoensation be made for the cost of the
change and that proper apnroaches be ensured "worthy of the building the
railroads nrooose to erect. 116 For this right--about..face, so one story runs,
Mary Cessatt was resoonsible; the gifted painter convinced her brother
that he must not stand in the way of an artistic movement in America.
few months later Senator McMillan's explanation stated:

ft

"The acquisition

of the Pennsylvania RailroPd Comoany of a controlling interest in the
Baltimore 11nd Ohio RailroPd mtrkes it possible at this time to secure such
a modification of the project of last year as will, when carried out, give

a comolete, adequate, and monumental treatment of the railroad terminals in
Wiishington. 117 The design of the Union station was to make it "in reality

6 "The Fmbellishment of Washington," Municipal Affairs, V, 911-12.

7 S Rpt 98?, 57~, 1s, J Apr 02, Ser 4261; see also S Doc 220, 57C,
2S, Ser 44.30, a compilation of all canal and railroad legislation for the
District, 1800-1903.
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the great and impresl'ive vestibule to Washington. 118 Its building and the
subsequent removal of the tracks and deoot from the Mall were the first
fruits of the Park Commisl'ion's labors ,
Neither Congress nor the local public greeted all the recommendations
of the commission with undiluted enthusiaem.

The

SC0'08

of the over-all

plan m~de it seem visionary, and even with its execution spreed out over
decades the costliness gave more than one congressman gooseflesh,

Objec-

tions also arose to particular proposals--to moving the Botanical Garden
from tl>.e foot of C~pitol Hill where the greenhouses had stood for sixty-odd
years or to locating new federal office buildings in Lafayette square and
south of the Smithsonian Institution instead of placing them in the triangle
formed by Pennsylvania avenue and the old canal bed north of the Mall. 9
When the Commission placed on exhibit at the Corcoran Gallery of Art plaster
models of the future city westward from the Library of Congress, residents
of E?st Washington had reason to fear they were again to be slighted,
although the commission report included a scheme for a parkway running from
Soldiers Home to the Washington Asylum on the Anacostia, use of the upper
reaches of that stream for a "water park" like Belle Isle in Detroit, and
eventually treatment of the river front below like the quays of the Seine
with a boulevard along the top and stone wharfage at the water's edge.
Georgetown similarly received scant attention in the plan.

It called for

no significant improvements west of 11ock creek except for a narrow ribbon

,
8 Seen, 6.

9 Anl ~pts B of Tr, 1902, po. 52~Q3, 1905, po. 7, 59-6o, 1909, P•
30, 1916,~ 2; Star, 13 Mar 03, l Jan 08, 4 Aug, 30 Nov 09; Time~ 5 Dec
o6, l, ?, 14 Nov 01; Post, 30 Jun 02, 5 Jan 10.
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of parkway linking Potomac and Rock Creek parks. 10 Congress, perhaps
fortunately in view of its initial shock, had no occasion to reject or
accept the plan 11s a whole; the House did not discuss it at all and the
Senate merely implied teoid approval by ordering two hundred copies of the
•

commission report.

But it exercised "great moral force. 1111 When the time

ci-me to vote money for new buildings or new hridges or other badly needed
public works, a majority of members of Congress found themselves converted

to the principle if not to the details of the Park Commission's plan.
Other than purchasing the land for the Union station on Hassachusetts
avenue and voting to pay the railroads the compen$ation promiFed in 1901
for the elimination of gr11de crossings within the city, the first congressional
measures relating to the commission plan authorized new government buildings
rather than additional parks.

As the railroads began the erection of the

elaborate new station and launched upon tunneling under the Hill to carry
the tracks underground across government property, work started on the
long 2tiaited District building at 14th street on the former site of the
Capi•~al Traction Compaey powerhouse, offices for the House of Representatives and the Senate on the Hill, a new huilding for the Deoartment of
Agriculture and a new National MuseUM flanking the Mall on the south and
north respectively, Pnd an imnosing home on Arsenal Point for the recently
:

10 "The Fmbellishment of \-Jashington, 11 Municipal /Iffairs, V, 913-16;
S Doc 89, 5BC, 2S, 15 Jan oL, Ser L58B.
11 Rec, 57C, 2~, 2f\ Jan 03, o. 1350; Glenn R,.own, 186o-1930, Memories,
f, Winning Crusade to 0.evive George Wa~hington's Vision of ~ Cao:ttal City,
p. 270 (hereafter cited as Rrown, Memories).
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organized War r-ollege. 12 Finished and in use by 1908, these buildings
immediately added to the city's aura of dignity, and after the clearing of
the Mall of thP railroad tracks and deoot in 1909 and the grading and
,,.i..zw,..

planting of the plPze in front of the new Union ss;;et, Washington began to
he;,r much of the R5?ect she would have for the next 20 years.

On Mt. Vernon

pl;,ce stood the District Public Library built with money given by Andrew
Carnegie and opened in 1903.

The sprine of 1910 s:,w the completion of

Continental Hall erected by the Daurhters of the Jlrnerican "Fl.evolution and
2djacent, located above the Mall near the Washington Monument, the Hall
of the Jlmerican Reoublics, in its architecture a skillfull blend of Spanish
and French renaissance styles.

The new city Post Office on the station

plaza, the "Marble Palace"> headquarters of the Americro1 National Red Cross,
rising alongside the Corcoran Gallery, and neiirby a new building for the
~

Navy Department further,. the city's air of statelinesP.
Although critics later comolained about the inappropriateness of
the classical architecture executed in white marble and pale gray granite,
the ge11Pral uniformity of design found uider fp,vor than the late 19th
century viiriations to be seen in the State Department building, the Gothic
Post Office on Pennsylvaniii 2venue and the ornate Itlllian P.enaissance Library
of Congress.

Ps the Lincoln t- emorial began to take form beyond the

Washington Monument, the least imaginative person could envisage the future
grandeur of the sweep of the Nall from the Capitol to the Potomac.

Citizens

who agreed with the Star that "esthetics are business in Washington" were

12 Rec, S7C, lS, 25 Feb 02, pp. 26L8- 61, 28 Feb 03, p. 2730; Comrs
Rot, 1903,p. 11, ~er L6Sh; Anl Rpts ~ 2£ Tr, 1902, o, S6, 190S, p. 63,
1907, p, 84, 1909, P• 30.

10
disappointed at the slowing of progress on the Park Commission plan after
1911. 13 Until the Lincoln Memorial was completed in 1922 and the less
monumental Federal Triangle~ bec~e a l~ndmark in the 1930 1 s, the city
would lPck architectural features later generations regard as part and

•

parcel of the national caoital.

But the ooncept of Washington as a place

where harmony between buildings and space must obtain had taken deep root
before World War I.
That harmony w11s in no small degree ensured by the creation of a
permanent Fine f•rts Commission in 1910 to 11dvise Congress 11 \l'Oon BUbjects
within the dom.ain of the fine arts." The distinguished i>rchitects,
sculptors, painters and limdscape architects composing the commission had
no final authority, but their recommendations carried weight; they determined the site and design for the Lincoln Memorial in the face of
vigorously pressed counter proposals. 14 But the commission was threatened
with a disastrous defeat in 1916 at the hands of Treasury officials.
Secretary of the Treasury William !•icAdoo insisted that economy dictated
placing a new government power and heating olant at the head of the Washington
channel near the Bureau of EP.graving where,the Fine Arts Commission contended,
fottr huge smoke stacks cutting the sky line would not only mar the view of

13 Star, 25 Mar 03, l Jan 15; T:ill\es, 10 May, 16 Dec, 11, 15 Feb lL;
Rpt ~ of Tr, 1912, p. 21; Annual Address, President James]:'.. Oyster !'.2
Chamber of Comrerce, lL Jan 13, o. 13, Cony in File f\IJ, Series VI, Woodrow
Wilson Mss (L.C. •\lnless otherwise noted hereafter all citations of the
Wilson papers reier to f-eriee VI); International Bureau of the American
Republics, The Report o f ~ Director to the Fourth Pan American Conference
Held at Buenos Aires, Argentine Reouhlic, Jul 1910, pt), L6..51.

1L H Rpt 1291.i, 6?C, JS, 13 Jan 13, f-er 6335; "The Proposed Lincoln
Netional Memorial," Harper's Weekly, LVI, 20 Jun 12, o. 21; Post, 19, 20
Jan 13.
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the city when approached from the south but compete with the Washington
Monument and the Capitol seen from any angle.

A citizens' committee joined

in the protest, but Congress remained unconvinced and excavation began.
In the end it was the chairman of the citizens' committee, Glenn Brown of

•

the American Institute of Architects, who saved the day. When he saw
engineers sending up from the -oower plant foundations a balloon to mark
the height to which the smoke stacks would rise, he hastily got a photographer
to make pictures showing the balloon slicing across the shaft of the Monument
and blotting out part of the Capitol dome.

Prints sent to every member of

Con.,"I'ess and published in a special article in the National Geographic
Magazine failed to halt the work, but Bro<m seized upon an o-oportunity to
dramatize the consequences to the public.

He engaged a sign maker to paint

two sandwich boards based on a cartoon from Clifford Berryman I s pen in the
one board depict ed the lflth century -olan of the city under the caption
Star:/ 11 The Past- -A Heritage from Washington"; the seollild,marked "The
Present--McJl.doo I s Smoke Stacks," portrayed the city on the completion of
the new power plant.

Dressed in a long white robe, bare feet in sandals

and his face covered IT~ a black mask, Brown wore the sandwich boards to a
great Beaux Arts ball given at the New Willard "ffotel to raise money for
the children of French artists who had lost their lives in the war ageinst
Germany. The only person wi·~h masked face, he aroused immediate attention
as he welked back and forth, saying no word but letting everyone study the
contrasting pictures.

Overnight McAdoo became a laughing stock.

Congress

agreed to the Fine Arts plan of enlarging the existing power plant on lowlying land to the south of the Capitol, and "The Heritage of Washington"
was saved. 1'
15 Brown, Memories, pp. 301-03; ~ A~al ~~Enlightened Sentiment
of the People 2f ~ United States for ~eguarding of~ Future
Develo-oment of the Capital of the Nation, March 1916 0
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Meanwhile replacement of the historic Long bridge over the Potomac
with a new steel tressle "highway" bridge a quarter-mile upstream con•

tributed to the city's convenience without enhancing her architectural
beauty.

In 1908, however, the new "Lion" bridge with its placid-looking

stone creattn'es crouching at the Connecticut ~venue approaches to the
spans over Rock Creek valley displayed the decorative possibilities of
handsome structures; at the same time the solidly rebuilt but unembellished
bridge over the Anacostia above the Navy Yard perhaps further convinced
Congress that future highway appropriations must allow for aesthetics as
well as utility.

The Park Corrmission plan included a memorial bridge as

an extension of the Mall to Arlingto+emetery, but although members of the
Grand Army of the Republic laid s cornerstone for the bridge in May 1902
in endeavor to insPire congressional action, not until 1913 did Congress

appoint a special commission to choose a site and a design,and not until
the mid-1920 1 s would work begin.

Nevertheless the District saw the com-

pletion of a half-dozen handsome bridges before· the end of 1916. Several
of them involved extraordinary feats of engineering, notably the skillful
use of concrete to encase the old water mains which carried the Pennsylvania
avenue bridge over Rock creek and the graceful strength of the arches of
the Q street bridge guarded by two bronze buffaloes.

And a million dollar

appropriation for a Francis Scott Key bridge to replace the ol d aqueduct
bridge promised vast ly to improve the looks of the Potomac river front
at Georgetown. 16

16 Anl Rot B of Tr, 1902, p. 28, 1905, pp. 8, 19-20, 1907, pp. 15,
120, 1909, pp.T2-t3;-1916, po. 41-43; Comrs Rpts, 1909, p. 46, Ser 5809,
1915, p. 45, Ser 7021; Wi,shington' s Bridges, 19115, illustrated pamphlet
prepared by Engineer's Office, n.c.
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New construction alone would have only partially altered the city's
appearance.

Quite as imoortant was the landscaping of the areas adjoining

t he new buildings and the approaches to some of the bridges. As grass and

.,

flower beds began to cover the public grounds, gratified citizens lent
support to a campaign to demolish th~ billboards that had long enclosed
most vacant lots.

With the acquisition of land for new parks and boulevards,

the installation of fountains in several commanding places and the erection
of marble md bronze statues at avenue intersections, the national capital
though still unkempt and unfinished-looking in many section~
pride of all Pmericans.

stirred the

As a safeguard against future obstructions, in

1910 Congress passed a Height of Buildings act which empowered the District
commissioners thereorter to restrict the height of private buildings lest
skyscrapers overshadow the streets and dwarf public buildings. 17 At the
same time the restraints imposed by the Fine J\.rts Commission met with warm
oublic approval, for if no one had taken exception to the undisti~ished
bronze of Alexander fhepherd erected in front of the District building
or to the towering Daniel Webster on his huge granite pedestal at Scott
circle, the Board of Trade remarked that the city would benefit from the
exercise of "a more critical judgment than has heretofore prevailed in
the selection of models for statues, fountains and monuments in the oublic

l7 H.B.~ Macfarland, "The Rebuilding of the National Capital,"
American City, I, Sep 09, pp. 8-9; Comrs Rpts, 190~,if,23-24, ~er 4654, 1909,
pp. lS--16, Ser 5809, 1912, pp. 51-52, Ser 6464, 1915~ p. 46, Ser 7071; Anl
~pt$!! of Tr, 1909, P• JO, 1910, PP• 9-10, 62. 1913, 62-70, 1915, pp, 56-57,
2, 19ib, pp. 59- 62; "A National Monument to Columbus," Harper's Weekly,
LVI, 30 Mar 12, P• 17; Post, 3, 5 Mar 13; P.L. 196, U.S.~. 61C, 2S, ch
263, 1910.
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squares, streets and perks of the District. 1116
Probably the development of most universal interest was inaugurated
by Mrs. William Howard Taft when she chose to use the Japanese cherry trees,
presen'Ged to her by the Mayor of Tokyo, to ring the tidal basin beyond the
Washington monument,.

She planted the first tree with her own hands and,

despite the disheartening discovery that several hundred trees were diseased
and must be replaced with healthy stock, she later supervised the public
gardener's planting of each new shipment. Washington thus owes her famed
cherry trees to Mrs. William Howard Taft.

Public delight in the beauty of

the Tidal Basin undoubtedly inspired fresh attention to planting flowering
trees and shrubs and laying out flower beds in suitable spots throughout
the c:!.ty. 19
The "Social, Betterment" MoveMent
Yet as money poured out to adorn the uublic domain, uneasiness
stirred among citizens who saw signs of a disturbing one-sidedness in the
program for Washington•-spscious parks and illlposing buildings in some
sections of the city, in other4slums hidden away in alleys; emphasis upon
beautifying public property, disregard of the rest.

As early as 1904

gerry-built row-houses had begun to turn some of Washington's main suburbs
into tenement sections, threatening rapid deterioration in adjoining neighbor-

hoods,

By

19o6 the alley dwellings in the heart of the city were receiving

almost as much publicity in national journals as was the Park Commission

16 Times, 19 ftug 07, 21 Jan 09, 16 Mar ll; Star, 2 May 09; Anl
Rpt ~of!!,, 1910, p. 61.

56.

19

~1, 20 Jan 13; ltr, Helen Taft Manning to the author, 4 Dec

15

plan,

The lack of playgrounds in Washington's ooorer sections and the

ramshackle condition of schoo::('houses contrasted sharoly with the land-

"

scaoed grounds and architectural elegance of new federal buildinrs. Aopropriations of t6oo,()(Y) for nPw parks in northwest Washington and t>275,000

•

for the bridge at Q ~trPet BPemPd out of all proportion to the $100,000 for
rPclamation of the malarial swFmps near the mouth of the Anacostia and the
1\75,000 for demolition of the shanties in the "notorious Willow Tree Jlley"

and its conversion to a playground.

Speakers at the national conferences

on city planning held in Washington in 1909 and 1910 pointed out that city
planners everywhere, captured by "a superficial quest for beauty," had
tended to pay too little attention to overcrowdiP.g of vital residential
:;,reas; thus a community "from a social and hygienic standpoint" might
continue to be undesirable "though outwardly it may be 'the city
beautiful.' 1120
The completion of the pumping station and sewage disposal plant,
the water filtration system and enlargement of the District water suoply
by 1907 relieved the District budget of the heaviest dem;inds uuon it and
seemingly len funds available for pl;,ygrounds, roomy fireproof school
buildings an( a concentrated attack upon the great blight of the cauital,
the alley dwellings.
•

But powerful members of Congress, having permitted

the District to finance its costly public works by deficit spending,

20 Star, 16 Jul, 2, 4 Aug 09; Times, 5 Dec o6, 18 Mar 11; Post,
2L Jul oh; Anl Rots B of Tr, 1901.i, p. 16, 1905, pp, 8-9; Max West, "Room
for Improvement, 11 Outlook, LXXIX, 11 Har 05, pp. 625-26; George B, Ford,

"Second National Conference on City Planning and Congestion," ~urvey,
XXIV, lL May 10, po. 293-98; ,~ Pn.c..1h.7 • 64C, l~, 1916, pp. xlvi-xlViii, ,
liii, 11.x, Ser 6915.( ~.,.,.-~
GW.cl i,..,o ~~ 1',l;,Ji°o-.--sJ:-------....~- - -

iiRR,.i&
,

..

D,,, 1,i«..t ~c;.1.,.
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-
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inSisted that taxes must go first of all toward reducing the funded debt
and next to repaying with interest tlie swns advanced from the United States
Treasury for sewers and the water supp:cy-. 21 Even so, had Congress seen fit
to authorize the expenditure, local taxes could have provided for the

•

gradual redemption of the alleys and for decent housing and more open
sp~ce in the most wretched areas of the city.

Leaders in the community,

though unwilling to have the District bear the entire cost, had long felt
strongly about the necessity of action.

The two laws of 1892 had prevented

the building of adrlitional shanties in the alleys, but neither law had
restored the authority exercised by the Board of Health under the territorial government to condemn and raze unsanitary tenements. 22 Yet if
Washington was to become the magnificent caoiti>l she aspired to being, she
must redeem her slums, a task which civic- minded people now saw could not
be achieved simply by the moral regeneration of alley dwellers.
For gradually public-spirited Washingtonians were perceiving the
narrowness of their earlier views of philanthropy in the battle against
pauperism.

The reorganization of the Associated Charities in 1896 had

started the proce~s of changing the focus, and in the next dozen years
the philosoohy dominant in the eighties and early nineties shifted
considerabzy. Reduced to its simplest terms the change lay in a growing

2½imes, 17 Apr 08; Georges. Wilson, "Municipal Indebtedness,
Washington, D.C.," Annals /lmer ican /'dad~ of Social and Political Science,
XXV, May 05, pp. 628-29.
22 S Rpt 94.3, 57C, U' , .31 Mar 02, Ser 4261; Comrs 'qpt , 1906, 0 0 49,
Ser 51?6; ~ Rpts _!! of Tr, 1905, pp. 6, 9, 68, 1907, o. 1?7; Daniel E.
Garges, "Washington, D.C., 11 Annals American Academy of Soci,sl ~ Political
Science, XXX, Nov 07, PP• 157 -60; Star, 24 Aug 12.
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acceptance of the idea that environment might be as imoortant as inherited
character in making good citizens and thus a good city.
•

If "moral uplift"

alone could not win the fight against the degradation of poverty, the
campaign must broaden to include provision for decent liVing conditions

•

and wider economic opnortunity for the city's poor.

The "social betterment

leaders," as the li>nguage of t he day celled them, continued to rely
heavily unon education and per suasion to evoke cooperation, but they earlY
realized that new legislation was also essential to the success of their
enlarged program.
Among the leaders in this movement a half dozen stand out as men
of exceptional vision and tireless vigor.
the best single example.

Perhaps John Joy Edson supplies

Except for his searching eyes peering through

rimless pince-nez, nothing in his kindly undistinguished face, partiy
hidden by untrimmed mustachios, suggested the extraordinary force of his
personality; he looked more like a small- town businessman than the powerful
big city banker and the deepiy religious, selfless social reformer that
he in fact was.
missioner

He repeatedlY refused aopointment as a District com-

and rather kept his light under a bushel, but for more than

three decades he played an important part in fornulPting every significant
civic project in Washington, for twenty yePrs shouldered the thankless
task of heading the District Board of Charities, and in the realm of penal
reform blazed a new trail.
•

The contributions of Dr. George Kober of the

Georgetown medical faculty were equallY valuable and through his published
articles better known outside Washington than Edson1 s.

Kober was at once

a scientist, a gifted teacher ?.nd a philanthropist who initially devoted
himself to sanitation and housing problems,

Years of sel;Ving on the Board

18
of Charities widened the raq,;e of his interests until upon his seventieth
birthday in 1920 grateful fellow citizens would acclaim him one of
Washington's chief benefactors.

Closely associated with him in the campaign

against the alley sl1.Ul1S was Ex-Surgeon General George Sternberg.
•

Sternberg,

with his military bearing and the prestige of his rank, carried enoI'l!IOus
weight in the community and early became the city's foremost authority on
sanitary housing. 23
Washington also owed much to three successive secretaries of the Associated
Charities. George Wilson more than any other one man had given new direction to
its work in the late 1890 1 s, and his informed humane ideas continued to have
great influence when he became the first secretary of the Board of Charities>
that official body created by act of Congress to watch over relations between
public and private philanthropies.

The other two men were newcomers to

Washington in the first decade of the century. Without Charles Weller the
city's social betterment movement would probably hi>ve progressed relatively
slowly.

In 191)() he had behind him five years' work with Chicago's }ssociated

Charities.

S·~ill a man under thirty, he saw with fresh eyes:, His insights,

sharpened by his professional eXDerience in Chicago and his youthful confidence that once Washingtonians fully conprehended the dimensions of the
local problem they would find solutions, ~aVe

him peculiar. persuasive!l<S.1,

Tn his eight years of directing the Associated Charities, he trained
hundreds of volunteers and taught a large segment of upper-class Washington

23 Interview with Louis Brownlow, 6 Mar S9; "Anniversary Tribute to
George Martin Kober ••• by his Friends and AsFociates, March 28, 1920,"
}merican Journal 2£ Physical Anthropology, III, No, 1, pp. 217-83;
American Biographical ])i.rectories: District 2£ Columbia, 1908- 09; Times,
7 Jun ll.
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the meaning of enlightened social service. 2L Un,'er his inspiration the
Monday Evening Club becamP a vital force in the community.
•

Originated in

1e98 to en;,ble professional social workers to become acquainted, the club
exoanded to include l;,ymen closely connected with local charities and by

r.

1908 was turning into "an educational lyceum" on Washington's civic needs.
Under the guidance of Walter Ufford, Weller's successor at the ~ssociated
Charities, the members of the Monday Evening Club formed virtually "a
standing conference" on charities and corrections.

Ufford had begun his

caree~ as an ordained Congregetional minister before he took a Ph,D, degree
in sociology at Columbia Pnd undertook settlement work in New York.

In

1908 when Weller's cloak descended upon him, he was a gentle, soft-looking
man of forty-nine whose unimpressive appearance belied his gifts and his
vitality,

Like Weller before him, he gave more than one well-intentioned

Washingtonian a new concept of social work and philanthropy. 25
Long established residents and newer arrivals alike, loath to let

plans for the city beautiful exclude social needs, set themselves to
right the balance.

In 1902, rlhile attempting to persuade Congress of the

urgency of the alley problem, fifty prominent Washingtonians acting on
Charles Weller's suggestion hed organized a Committee on the Improvement
of Housing Conditions.

Headed by men of the stature of Sternberg, Kober,

Episcopal Bishop Henry Y. Satterlee ands.

w.

Woodward, oresident of the

24 Associated Charities Reoorts, 1902, n, 5, 1905, ou, 10-11
(hereafter cited as t,,C. Rpts); "How the Associ;,ted Charities has Recruited
the Social Fordes of the Caoital, 11 Charities, m, 3 Mar 06, op. 816.-19.
25 Survey, XXIV, 7 May 10, pp. 197-98.
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Washington YMCft, the committee had soonsored lectures, distrihuted
circul1!I's and orepared notices for the nress and for the local churches.
•

Weller had inaugurated the use of visual aids in presenting the data to
Washingtonians:

•

a series of stereopticc1n slides showing existing condi-

tions.26 'l'he collll"ittee's most effective method of publicizing the facts
to the rest of the country had followed upon an invitation to Jacoh Riis
of New York to investigate Washington's alleys and describe what he found.
Riis, widely known for his book How~ Other~ Lives, had testified
before a special joint session of the House and Senate District committees
that IJegro Plley dwellers in the national capital lived under worse conditions and "one-room families" were more nlll'lerous than in the grimmest
slums of New York City.

President Roosevelt had driven the meaning of

that statement home when his message to Congress in 190L oointed out that
the death rate in Washington's one-room tenements pveraged twice that in
two-room, four times th?t in three-room, and eight times that in four-room
tenements.

The combined pressure of Riis' findings, the President's

appeal and the demands for renedial action pouring in uoon Congress from
constituents had promised to bring into being the congressional legislation for which Washingtonians had

heiied

in vain for more than a decade. 27

In the expectation that a new law would soon empower the District commissioners to demolish alley dwellings, in 190L Dr, Sternberg and Dr. Kober
had launched a second housing company patterned on the then seven-year-

26 Post, lL Aor 02; Anl Rot B of Tr, 1902, P• 33;
np. 5, 9, ~1903, pn. 18, 32, 1905,p.7i3.

~.£.

Rpts, 1902,

27 Jacob Riis, "Backine up the President," Charities, X:v, 3 Mar
06, o. 75L; Charles F. Weller, "Neglected Neighbors," ibid., PP• 764, 777;
Grace Vawter Bicknell, The Inhabited i'lleys of Washington, n.c., pp. 8-9;
~ . 28 tee 03.
--
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old ~anitary Improvement Compmy hut with a L instead of a 5 percent limit
on dividends in order to have inexpensive housing available to the families
that would be rooted out of the alley slumso 28 Certainly no critic could
truthfully say that WP.shington had not tried to help herselfo
In 1906 after several disheartening delE!)'s Congress did create a
board vested with authority to condemn unsanitary huildings. 29 Within a
year 203 alley houses were razed and 53 more repaired while the District
Collll!1issioners, inspired to make the most of their powersg ordered the
opening up of twelve narrow alleys.

Unl,appily early in 1907 the Supreme

Court ruled the provision of the 1892 alley-opening act unconstitutional
in requiring property-owners in the square involved and in the four abutting
squares to meet the cost of damages and expenses unless a jury found the

In consequence all attempts

benefits accruing equal to the costs assessed,

to convert the alleyways into streets came to a halt and, in spite of the
President's apoointment of

P

Homes Commission, the c1111paign to wipe out

alley dwelling. also slackened.

The Ranitary Housing Company was unable to

attract more than driblets of capital with only

P.

4 percent return and a

sense of public service as bait; the job was too big for private enterprise
to handle 8lone.

Unless public funds supplied money to huild hundreds of

cheap houses, the eviction of families from the alley shanties might only
mean doubling uo in tenements on the streets.

But large~scale federal or

even a District house- building program was more than Congress rould contemplate, particulerly members from rural communities and primarily agricultural

28 H Rpt 2L~8, 58C, 2~, 14 Apr 04, Ser L583,
29 U. S. Stat,, 59C, 1S, l May 06, Ch. 2073, pp, 157-1610
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stPtes.

Accordingly the recently cre?ted J'loprd of CondemnPtions ceafed

to condemn Pny but the most flagrantly unsPnitpry buildings.30
The reoort of the President's Homes Commission lihen published in
1908, while producing no tangible results, was not without significance.
Although Congress refused to spend federal money or District taxes on slum
clearance, and although the commission's specific proposals, pointing as
they did to the futility of small-scale individual efforts, discouraged
private citizens, the analysis in the I13port of the causal relationship
between low wages and the miseries of alley dwellers helped to destroy
lingering illusions that pauperism was due solely to the moral weaknesses
of its victims and could be cured by moral uplift. 31 Nor did the conunission
accept entirely the validity of the As~ociated Charities• thesis that
moving peoole out of the hidden alleys into the open light of the streets
would effect a remedy.3 2 For the recolllntendations of the col11l'lission indicated its m;arenes~ that fundmiental faults in the economic and social
structure of the community contributed to the ills of which alley dwelling
was only a symptom.
The diverse backgrounds of the col!ll!'ission 1 s fifteen members makes
their reoort the more remarkable.

All served without compensation.

No

member was a trained social worker and only General Sternberg and Dr. Kober
qualified as professional housing experts.

~

s. v:.

Woodward, philanthropist,

30 Comrs Rpt, 1906, Po 7; f.nl Rpt ~ of Tr, 1907 1 P• 53; Bicknell,
Inhabited Alle7s, PP• 8, 11-12.

3l George M0 Kober, "Report of Comr,ittee on Social Betterment, 11
Reports of the President's Homes Jam.mission, pp. 3-9.
32 Weller, "Neglected Neighbors, 11 op. 761-94.
1906, p. 29; Times, 3 Jan 08.

See also Col'll's Rpt,
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tight~l?ced Puritan and successful merchant, must have viewed some problems
from a very different standpoint from that of the former cigar mPker or
the livery stable m~n on the commis~ion, just as attorney Frederick L.
~iddons, confirmed single taxer, doubtless differed at times with the Negro
real estate broker; the ideas of George W. Cook, Negro dean of Howard
University, may have troubled some of his associates; the two women members,
Miss N;,bel T. Boardman and Mrs. Thomas Gpff, both decidedly of the city's
wealthy social elite, might h11ve been exoected to think w11ge ri>tes and
salary scales not questions with which
group should deal.

I'

Homes Comnis,ion or any non-employer

Perhaps every member had studied an article in the

Bureau of Labor Bulletin which trnced statistically the links between
dependency and destitution in lvashington and unemployment or annual wages
of less than i&>o. 33 If divergent points of view initially handicapped the
commission, the common concern to locate the "causing cause" and suggest
feasible remedies for the wretchedness of thousands of Washington families
resulted in a report that showed deeper insight than other civic bodies
had theretofore achieved.
Some of the prooosals of the Homes Commission called for legislationpartial public firu,ncing for opening E>lleys and establishing playgrounds,
government loans at low interest to enable "business phil1mthrooy, 11 like
the Sanitary Housing Company, to build low-rental houses, an anti-usury
l;,w, a Di.strict Bureau of Labor, workmen's accid~nt insurance, provision for
more voc?tional training in the public school sys'~em and better pay for

33 U.S. Department of Com.merce and Labor, Bureau of Labor, Charity
Relief and~ Farnings (prepared by Samuel E. Forman), 1908, pp. 876-922.
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government employees, tncluding not only the unskillPd hut also the clerical
forcP whose salary sc?le had rPmained unchanged since 1853.

But in an

appeal to community conscience and enlightened self-interest the oommis~ion
also urged privat<. employers to rai~e wages in order to ensure a minimUJD
standard of liv:'.ng below which no family, irrespective of its morals or its
wage-earners' skills, need h:ive to exist.

The one basic probil.em which the

commission jgnored was the effect of race prejudice upon the ability of
nearly a third of the city's population to help itself.34
~nfortunately the report stirred up little discussion~ and after 1908
lassitude overtook the movement for reform through legislation.

Optimists

pe)·suaded themselves that past accomplishments, if not permitted to lapse,
·,ere sufficient to meet the needs of the iromediate future. 35 Those accomplishments were in fact impressive.

CongresF yielding to community pressure

had crerted r juvenile court, appointed a Prison Commission to study penal
reform, pE1ssed a "non-support" act cormelling f;,thers to contribute to the
support of their children, enactep school attendance and child labor laws,
established an Industrial Home gchool for Colored Children, replaced the
almshouse with a new Home for the Aged and Infirm, opened a model tuberculosis hospital and appropriated several small SUJDS for public playgrounds. 36
34 Seen. 27; ptn, U.S. rnd D.C. employees to the President, 19 Dec
16, Folder 326, File 84½, Serivs VI, w. Wilson mss (1.c.).
35 Times, 16 Feb 08; Star, 24 Nov 09; ~ E Rpt, 1909, pp. 8- 9; William
H. Bl=lldwin, 11 MPking the Deserter P;,y the Piper, The DiFtrict of Columbia Plan
of !' aying Prisoners I Wl'!ges to Their Deserted Wives," Surv~, XXIII, 20 Nov 09,
2L9-52.
36 U.S. Stat., 56C, 2S, 1 Mar 01, ch 670, p. 851, 58C, ?S, 27 Apr 0L,
ch 1628, p. 388-;T9c, 1s, 19 Mar 06, ch 96o, po. 73~78, 23 Mar 06, ch 1131,
pp. 86-87, 8 Jun 06, ch 3054, po. 219~20, ?7 June o6, ch 3553, p. 482, 6oc,
lS, 26 May 08, ch 198, p. 303, 28 !fay 08, ch 209, pp. L20-23; f.. .£ Rpt, 1905,
p. 26,

f¢- ,
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ft the same time groups of orivate citizens hrd not waited for Congress to
act; they had opened playgrounds and arranged summer outings with money
raised by subscription; the Board of Trade had organized a free legal aid
serVice; the Associated Q\arities staff had served as employment agent~
and voluntary gifts had increased the charity fund fifteen fold 'within a
few years. 37

Perhl'ps still mere noteworthy, Negroes had started the educa~

tion~l crmp~ign against tuberculosis, an organized Alley Improvement Pssocia
tion, founded a llildren•s Temporary Home and with white cooperation main~
tained a colored settlement house. 38<ff'But the dedicated zeal that had made
that record possible faded as citizens concluded they could no longer look
for help from official Washington. When President Taft succeeded Theodore
Roosevelt, the White House ceased to provide initiative.

Di.strict com-

missioners Henry Macfarland and Henry West resignedj;,nd were replaced by
men of narrower outlook and less executive vigor.

Cuno Rudolph, a well-to do

hardware merchant, had served as president of the Associated Charities and
won the title "Father of Washington's Playgrounds," but he was an inexi:erienced P.dministrstor ff!'ld on.cy less conservative than the retired al'llzy'
general, John P.. Johnston, whom Taft appointed as the second civilian
col'l!Missioner.

The turnover in CongresR, moreover, occasioned by the elections

in 1910 gave control of the District co1111!1ittees to men more concerned with
attacking real estate speculators and the utility intPrests in Washineton

37 ~ ~ Rpts, 1902, po, 8, 10, 1905, Pp, 5, 10-11, 26-28; Anl Rpts
~of!!:, 1902, pp. 31-32, 1905, no. L7-48, 1907, p. 64; C.Omrs Rpt, 1912,
'l:>. 17.18, fer 6J.164; Henry s. Curtis, ''The Plrygrounda of 'l<lashington, n
Ch:1rities, xv, 3 Mar o6, op. 830-31.
38 AC Rp~, 1902, pp, 8, 10, 1903, p. 23; Bicknell, The Inhabited
Alleys, pp~ 24-2; Bee,
J See below, PP•
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than with helping her poor.39
For the District of Columbia the one forward-looking measure passed
during 2n administration determined to check thP sprePd of socialism in
Jlmerica md ,ill that dread term implied was the endorsement of most of the

.

recommendations of the Penal Commission of 1908 and the appropriation of
funds to carry them out.

The innovations proposed and RCcepted were

orimPrily the fruit of the humane and courageous thinking of John Joy Edson,
the commission chairman.LO Not content with spelling out the obvious need
for a parole system and suspended sentences and for an expanded physical
plant to relieve the shocking overcrowding at the ~.-orkhouse and jail, Edson
and his associates boldly advocated

P

totally new me&hod of handling first

offenders and minor misdemeanants:

help them to rehabilitate themselves

under watchful but unrestrictive supervision, instead of locking them up
with hPrdened criminPls in the penitentiary or with "the ma1>s of derelicts"
'

at the Asylum workhouse.Ll Because the ladie~ of the Mt, Vernon As~ociation
objected to hpving

i,

penal institution of aey kind .it Belvo.\.r, Virginia,

adjacent to a n11tional ishrine, in 1912 Congress transferred to the War
Department the Belvoir site purchased in 1910 for the reformat,,ry for the
"more hopeful" class of adult offenders; the change of location t,o Lorton,
Virginia, consequently delayed the opening of the new reformatory 11ntil
November 1916,

For different reasons the wanted legislation authorizing

39 H Rpt 8?5, 61c, 2s, 2L Mar 10, fer 5592; 1' Doc 989, 62c, 3", 19
Dec 12, Ser 6364; interview, Louis Brownlo~; Times, 29 Nov, 16 Dec, 28 Feb 13
4, /vi -

LO Interliew, Louis Brownlow, 6 Mar

:,'f

59.

Ll :::Omrs Rpt, 1909, p. 28, Ser 5809; Times, 9, 15 Jun 07.
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indetennin:ite sentences and p1>role had to wait till the 1920's.L2 But the
of the new workhouse at Occoquan, Virginia, in 1911 initiated a revolution
in penal Pdministration, for here was

a

large institution without bars,

bolts or other mean~ of physical restraint, night or day.

The inmates

worked on the farm or at the brick kilns which by 191L were suoolying all
the hrick for the District Government's building and repPir work. Officials
from every section of the United States and from F.urone visited Occoquan to
observe the astonishing succes~ of a system that CO!llbined minimwn custody
with wholesome outdoor employment.43
While the pace of the civic uplift movement slowed after 1908 it did
not grind to a h1>lt, and though Washington progressives marked time in
pushing for further legisl1>tion, they joined with more conservative citizens
in pursuing a public health program through education.

Because of the

effect upon WPehington's reoutation in the rest of the nation, the cleanliness of the city, like a lo-wered death rate, was as important to business
promoters as to social workers. When

A

"clean--up week" sponsored chiefly

by the Evening Star resulted in the collection of thirty-three wagon loads

of rubbish from a single block, a "clean city" coll\J!littee set itself to
teach thoughtless citizens the principlPs of sanitation and good health.
The District HPalth office, undermanned and starved for funds though it was,

2
L Times, 10 ftpr 08, 17 Jllll 09; ~ Rpt !!. 2£ !!, 1908, p. 17; Comrs
Rpt, 1915, p. 38, l'er 7071; George Kober, "Charitable and Reformatory Institutions in the District of Colwnbia, ";JtllJd.aixa S Doc 207, 69c, 2S, 14 Feb
27, pp, &9-73, Ser 870, • Kober's summary contains a history of penal iJul:tiJI
administration and reform in D.C., 1865 to 1927.
L3 S Doc 207, 69c, 2:, lL Feb 27, pp, 51-62; Reoort of the Board of
Charities of the District of Columbia, 1917, pn. 9, 85 (hereafter cited
Rpt !!, of Ch}. -
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struggled faithfully to better sanitary conditions, ano by 1912 the Board
for the Condemnation of Insanitary Buildings, even while gl'Ul11bling that
"a school of good housekeeping" was the chief need of alley dwellers, had
ordered the demolition of over 1500 buildings in the city.LL Meanwhile
philanthropy}Prouded to the plight of aged peopleJprovided some seven new
homes, chiefly under dfinational aegis.

Private contributions of time

and money continued to flow Plso into the city's medical and children's
charities.

And, contrary to Pll logic during these years of congressional

reluctance to vote appropriations for adequate public health Pnd building
inspection, for additional officers to enforce comoulsory school attendance
or for staff for the Board of Children's Guardians, Congress continued to
grant generous subsidies to private hospitals.LS
Out of this curious situation grew a struggle that for several years
absorbed much of the energies of civic-minded Washingtonians and focussed
their attention on administrative procedures.

The fight lay between

boards of directors of orivate ch~ities and the Board of Charities, that
public body created to orevent overl.-ooing services and inefficiencies in
public and private charities and to provide for needy people whom private
institutions did not rePch.

The five-Man Board of Charities felt strongly

that public money should go only to public institutions; private resources
could and would meet the chPllenge and iruooort orivPte philanthropies
adequately.

But socially important Washingtonians resented that plan as

LL Star, L Apr, 27 Jun 09, 3 Mar, 23 May, 8 f'ep, 2 Oct 12; Comrs
Rpt, 1912, po. 18, 47, Ser 6L6L; Bicknell, the Inhabited fflleys, pp. 23-25;
~ Doc 422, 61c, 2s, 11 Mar 10, p. 62, Ser 5b>o.
LS

14 Feb 27,

f:. E Rpts, 1903, po. 18-19, 1913, po. 12, lS; f' Doc 207, 69c, 2S,
pP.

22, 118, 167, Ser 8702.
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belittling of their own pet charities.

Consequently the BoRrd's arguments

urging the economies of building a general municipal hospital financed by
public funds and administered by public officials met with fierce resistance.
The sanctity of custom and the prestige of its defenders defeated a recommen
•

dation of 1909 when the Board, itself composed of such influential men as
John Joy Edson and Dr. George Kober, proposed closing fuergency Hospital
and denying the oublic Columbia Hospital tJQ0,000 for a new building, since
both institutions tended to spend their government monies on better care
for pay patients instead of enlarging service to the poor for whose benefit
46
the grants were intended.
The oroponents of subsidized private charities,
it is true, could point to the shortcomings of more than one public institu
tion.

For example, parsimonious appropriations for the new alsmhouse,

renamed the Home for the Aged and In.firm, had forced economies in construe
tion and~ prison-like sparseness of furnishings and facilities--neither
screened porches, assembly rooms, chapel, diet kitchen nor private rooms
for the desperately ill or dying; by 1910 the meagre funds allowed for
.running the home with its 130 inmates in need of 24-hour care kept the staff
to thirteen attendants.47 The provision for the education of colored
children in the new Industrial Home School was equally thin.

They got some

training in domestic work, gardening, faming and good habits, but no

.
L6 Post, 5 Mar OL; ~ Rpt ~ of Tr, 1907, o. 87; CO!llrs Rpts, 1902,
p. 299, 19~p. 39; Rpt ~~Ch~ 1907, p. 7; Georges. Wilson, SuperviSion ~ Private Charities, p. L; Star, l Feb 12; "Municiosl Hospital
for the Capital City," s
16 Mer 12, pp. 1924 25; S ll:>c 207, 69c,
21', 14 Feb 27, pp. l?, 1 -1, 22, 109-110, 116-17, 166- 68, Ser R702;
Walter C, Cleph;,ne, Public and Private Hospitals 11nrl ;;J-isrities in the
Di.strict of Columbi11, included in Jlnl Rpt, ~ of Tr, 1912.
- --

vr,

5

47 Times, 22 Sep 07; D. c. Vill11ge, Fifty YearF 11t ~ Plains,
1901;-56.
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industrial or vocational schooling, and the ohysical plant was grossly
inadequate,

This public institution which supplanted the Hart Farm ~chool

after 19o6 was little improvement over that older subsidized private
charity.LB On the other hand, the tuberculosis hospital openPd in 1908
showed that a carefully planned, well-run public institution could perform
services no private organization could equa1.L 9
It was possibly the presidential election canpaigns of 1912 that
revitalized the city's interest in the substantive features of social
betterment; for residents could scarcely fail to rememher the vigor Theodore
Roosevelt had infused into the local movement, and Woodrow Wilson's "New
Freedom" promised far- reaching social as well as political changes.

More

probably, Washingtonians learned during their years of quiescence that the
admirable laws passed between 1905 and 1908 had become virtually dead
letters for lack of approoriations with which to work, and that the needs
of a growing population in the interim had outrun what the earlier acts
were designed to supply.

Public charity was sharply limited in scope;

except for opening playgrounds, fighting tuberculosis, and founding several
homes for the aged, private philanthropy, while no lea~ generous than in
the 1890 1 s 1had widened its field very little; urgent wants within the
comnunity still fell betwixt and between.
;

Other than several old buildings

at the Asylum the District still had no place in which to care for the
chronically ill or for drug addicts, alcoholics and the "mildly insane, 1150

4B Rpts ~ of ch, 1909, PP• 355- 58, 360- 61, 37L, 1917, 2x P• 231.
49 s Doc 207, 69c, 2S, 1L Feb 27, pp. 149- 56, Ser 8702.
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The ~oard of Children's Guardians knew that the benefits of placing its
wards with private fmiilies were imperilled by the smallness of the staff
of inspectors ass~ned to visiting the widely scattered foster and boarding
homes,--only one inspector to 340 children compared to one for a third or a
qu!lrter as mmv in most American cities. Over 700 feeble-minded children
got no care at ;:111. 51 And the unwill.ingnes~ of white people to give more
than token sums for Washington's nearly 1500 destitute colored children
multiplied ~ifficulties.
Washington in 1912

!lS

No observant resident of the capital regl!I'ded

a model municipal-J.ty

0

Yet when the new drive far social irrrorovements began, it again
centered on alley-dwelling.
the creed:

The most enllghtened Washingtonians adopted

~od homes make a good communi ·.y.

While members of the Monday

Evening Club, the spearhead of the new campEtgn for legislation, prepared
a directory of inhabited alleys, the !~sociat~d Charities, the Woman's
Welfare department of the National Civic Federation, the Men and Religion
Forward ~:ovement, imd the Social Service Conferer.ce of the Episcopal Diocese
of Washington studied the oroblem.

In feptember 1~'12 the three secular

organizations formed a Central Housing Committee to 0nlist the cooperation
of the press, church groups and business 11nd civic asst,ci8tions in a united
a!)oeal to Congress for

i>

federal housing commission w:ith authority to act.52

Help came from :m unexpected quarter the following soring \•hen 1-!rs. \~oodrow

..

5l Rpts B of Ch, 1909, PP• 336, 36o-61, 1917,
2S, 14 Feb 27, p. 236, 327 31, ~er 8702.
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210; f ~1oc 207, 69c,

52 Wilbur Vincent Mallalieu, "! Washington Alley, 11 ~urve:x;, :XVIII, 19
Oct 12, pp. 69-71; Bicknell, The Inhabited Alleys, pn. 16-17, 20, 2;~28;
~ £~, 1911, P• l?, 1912, P• 1$.
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Wilson began to tour W;,shington I s alleys ;,nd visit all the settlement
houses.

The d;,ughter anrl g~;,nddaughter of slave-owners, ~rs, Wilson

e,cpl~ined that her upbringing had taught her to ;,ccent work in behalf of

,,_ ~ -cro - ,,..'.wr

.

Negroes a~ her Christian duty.~Neg~oes themselves found objectionable,
During her first weeks in the vlhite House she attended conferences of the
fssoci?ted Charities, was elected to its board and threw herself into the
work of the Woman's Welfare Department of the Civic Federation with such
energy that, as one associate noted, "people flocked to our standard and
everybody wanted to help in the alleys.

It was laughingly said that no one

could move in polite society in Washington who could not talk alleys. 115'3
Debutantes formed a Neighborhood House Auxiliary to do kindergarten work
in the settlemf'nts,and by May 1913 "Automobile tours of our best people,
by way of 'studying the conditions' md 'helping' the poor, are now estab.
lished aii socially correct. 1154 While. some of this activity was useless and
essentially frivolous, citizens were aroused over alley-dwelling as they
had not been since Charles Weller first showed his stereoptican views of
Washington's slums.
;ii;1; ;a

And the personal interest of 0 resident and Mrs. Wilson

constructive orogrll~omised to produceJm:i:gl:ie; bhiI$,o
Before June 1913 women had raised tB.500 for the fanitary Improvement

Company, Senator Works of California, radical-minded friend of the District,
submitted a bill to establish a federal housing commission, bills in both
House and Senate proposed the conversion of two of the worst alleys into

.53 See below ch,'l!~

~t. ;

1

Bicknell, "The Home 1-'.aker of the White House,~
nrii, Woodrow Wilson's Soci<'ll Work in vlashington," ~urvez, XXXIIl, 3 Oct 14,
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parks, and another Citizens' comnittee, this time containing representatives of the Board of Trade md the newer Chamber of Commerce, undertook

to draft a measure which businessmen and large taxpayers could endorse
without qualms.'' ft this point the Senate requested a tabulation of
•

ownership of alley property.

The forty-page list revealed more than a

thousand different owners, most of whom held only one or two lots, many of
whom were women and a few of whom themselves lived in the alleys.
compMies owned very little alley property.

Realty

A disconcerting discovery was

that title to six lots was veated in the Washington City Orphan AsylUJn.
The battle trus could not be fought against a mere handful of villains or

e few unwitting exploiters like the young man in 0 Henry's Briokdust Row.56
0

The plPn that eventually emerged from the citizens' committee made
no mention of public housing but called for vesting in the District commissioners authority to condemn. ~lley property and draw upon the District's

.

~

general~over

a

ten-year period,~to meet the oosts of conversion of alleys

into minor streets or parks. 57

By the time the proposal belatedly reached

Congress early in 1914, ponul2r excitement had died down and oongressional
opposition to spending federal money in -~he capital had grown,
stirred on the Hill until mid- }ugust.

Nothing

Then Congress learned that on the

l<1st morning of her life Mrs. Woodrow Wilson had told the President she
would rest happier if she knew the alley bill had passed.

Two months later

55 Timei, 2?, 23, 26, 27, 29, 31 May, 1 Jun 13; Post, 30 May 13;
Bicknell, "The ~ome Maker of the White House," p. 21.
56 ~ Doc 120, 63~, IS, 2 Jul 13, Ser 6536,

57

Times, 2? Oct 13, 27 Jan, 19 Feb 14.

what would soon prove to be a curiously unrealistic mersure became law.

It

forbade after July l, 1918 residence in any Alley not converted to a minor
street but orovided no machinery and no funds for conversion and ignored
the oroblem of where evicted families were to liw).5B The Board of Trade
was troubled at the threat to the rights of privatt• property, but most
Waehingtonians were elated.

~hutting their eyes to the weakness of the

new law, they P.ssumed that the alley problem would no,, solve itself.

Con-

gressional hearings had brought out the fact that, without benefit of
publicly financed housing, the alley popul?tion had declin~d from the 19,076
of 1905 to 11,LOO in 1912, rnd when a special census of 1915 showed fewer
than 8500 still living in alleys and the new Ellen Wilson Home~ Association
preparing pl?ns for low-rental houses on the streets, the matter ~ropped
out of sight.

At the end of 1916 consequently the condition of the families

still living in the city's alley slums differed little from th11t of 1/)1 5 9
0

No one foresaw that within a year the demand for housing in the war-ridC~n
capital would consign the alley act to limbo.
While the long battle 2gainst alley•clwelling got the most publicity
and engrossed the attention of some philanthropists, social betterment in
other realms, notably child care, made greater lasting progress.

Infant

mortality, on the decline since 1900, had dropoed to one in ten by 1917.
Thanks in considerable degree to a Childrens Council formed in November 1911,

58 Bicknell, "The Home Maker of the White House," pp. 21-22;
"Washington J\11eys; f, Half-way Measure," Outlook, 108, 30 Sep 14, pp. 2Lo-hl..

59 lnl ~~of Tr, 1916, pp. 10$'-05; Times, 25 Aug, 21 Sep 14;
"Certain llleys in the District of Columbi?," Hearings before the H Comee on
D.c., 63c, 2S, 13, 1~ Mar 14, po. l?, 22; Comrs Rot, 1915, p. 189, Ser 7071.
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dry nurseries, child welfare centers, public olRYgrounds, S1.UM1er camps
Pnd classes snd clubs Pt the settlement houses came to be part of an

accepted progrRm of checking juvenile delinquency before it begen 0 6o The
Juvenile Court, to be sure, proved disappointing],y ineffectual:

it had

on],y two probPtion officers assigned to it, had to function as a criminal
rPther than a domestic relations court, and its policy of making short-term
or temporary commitments of children to the Board of Children's Guardians
forced the Guardians to place an increasing number of their wards in
institutions instead of private homes. 61 Yet despite the continuing
handicap of a small staff, the Guardians succeeded in providing better
care for colored children than was possible earlier, fer while a smaller
perdentage could be olaced with private families, the quality of the homes
was higher.

On the other hand, 'Whereas good private homes had been avail-

able at the turn of the century for four out of every five of the white
children,by 1916 the Board had to put more than half into institutions,
since white fanilies were reluctant to take temporary boarders, chances
of adoption according],y diminished, and shart-tenn aporent iceships were
62
impracticable.
The institutions were on the whole hetter run and more

6o Times, 9, 11 Sen, 31 0ctrl4, 21 Jan, 8, 23 Jun, 19 ~ep, 15 Nov
15, 27 Aug, 2, 17, 27 Oct 16; fu>J:.B of Ch,
p. 14; Hastings Hart, Child Welfare in ~
117-123, 130-132 (hereafter cited as Hart,
One Hundred Yei,rs of Ci,tholic Charities in
2>, It2-L8; Comrs Rpt, 1917, p. 19~ s.,,. -

1912, pp. 358-59; PC Rot 1 1912,
Dist'1.c~ of Columbis, pp. 3-lL,
!2hild Welfare) ; Louis G. Weitzmann,
the District of ::Olumhia, pp. 120-

-

-
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nUJ11erous than in the 189()'s, but an institutional atmosphere hung over the
best of them, even the new Episcopal Home with its spacious grounds beyond
the fnacostia where the crildren were housed in grouos of eight to ten on
"the cottage system. 1163
More significant, however, than the recurrent dissatisfaction with
the placing of wards was the growing realization that the Board of Children's
Guardians, established to handle a social problem after it had developed,
could not work effe~tively in the field of prevention.

In 191L the Board

president, B, Pickl.um Mann, an examiner in the government Patent Office,
undertook a study of the background of the Board's charges in an endeavor

to identify and find w;,ys of eradicating the social forces that brought

15oo minors in•~o its custody. He concluded that two obstacles stood in
the Wf!Y of a constructive att~ck upon delinquency Md dependency in
Washington, namely race prejudice and the lack of any means of keeping a
family torather when long illness, unemployment or the desertion of the
wage ear11er caused a domestic crisis. Mann hi>d no panacea for r11cial antagonism~ but he believed extensive recourse to mothers' pensions, a plan the
Assoc~ated ~arities had followed as best it could since 1906, would cut
the roots of many problems of child care. A law passed in 191L limiting
to eight hours the working day of women in mercantile and manufacturing
e3tablishments had R&ti some beneficial effect, but in a non-industrial
r;enerally non-commercial city where jobs in factories and shops were few
and virtually never open to colored women, the act .am contributed little to
the oreFervrtion of fmily life, least of all among colored people whose

63 H~rt, Child Welfare, pp, 10-11, 7?, 77, BL-85.
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children yearly swelled the rsnk:- of delinquents.

Chiefly at Mann•s

instiga•~ion but with the cooperation of the judge of the Juvenile Court,
the Children's Council and other child welfare groups, in 1916 the Children's
Protective Pssoc:iation came into being to carry on Mann's study of how to
forestall delinquency and dependency. 64
Just as tPcit recognition grew that deep.aseated social maladjustments underlay Most of WPshington':- child welfare problems, eo an enlightened
segment of the collllTlunity began to take a new look at adult unemployment and
its consequences.

The fluctuations were confusing;

the figures on homeless

men out of work who sought temporary refuge at the Municipal Lodging House
rose from 6800 in 1914 to 9900 the next year and again dropped to 6800 in

1916 when munitions plants in other parts of the country opened up jobs
for the able-bodied.

Although the Lodging House wai;, designed for "tramps, 11

the Monday Evening Club put a new, better- equiPped Lodging House high on
the list of civic needs.

The ups and downs of employment for pennanent

residents troubled thoughtful citizens even more.

Because the building

trades and "ditch digging" proVided seasoniil work for both craftsmen and
unskilled labor, unemployment rose 8larmingly in severe winters, but its
decline in a mild winter encouraged belief that nature must take its course;
all philiinthropists could do was to try to find stopgaps when the worst
befell.

Yet the point of view continued to shift subtly in the direction

of greater public responsibility.

64

U91j:~;:
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the coment of the superintendent of the Gospel Mission in the late winter
of 191h that most of Washington's 15,ooo unemployed men were "deserving,"
•.

,.

chPritable-minded citizens were too concerned with the basic fact of want
to consider moral criteria. The Chamber of Commerce urged Pn immediate
start on all public works for which there were appropriations in order to
reduce unemployment;Hlll- the District commissioners agreed. While severe
weather kept the building trades idle, Walter Ufford of the AsFociated
Charities wrote .3000 letters to householders who might have jobs to offer,
but he remarked:

"What Washington really needs is an employment bureau

under Government auapices, without the tinge of charity. 1165
Ufford went much further, for he advocated old age,sickness, accident
and unemployment insurance far all w11ge earners

;,nd mj nimum

pi,y of $2.00

11 day for COl!lll1on laborers at a time when fl.SO to ~1.75 Wl!F stPndard
despite findings that f720 a yPar was below a subsietence wage for a family
of five.

Ufford's thinking far outran that of most of his associates and

indeed would have little impact until the 19.30's.

The Jssociated Charities

itself continued to approach its every case as _one independent of all others,
a finger in the dyke method of work which left little energy or time to
plan far-reaching social reconstruction. 66 In early 1916 Senator Nolan of
California, in response to a flood of petitions from government clerks,

65 Times, 21 Jan 11, 1.3 Feb 1.3, 16, 22, .31 Dec l.L, 12 Jan, 18 Nov/15, 2.3 May 16; Rpts B of Ch, 1911, P• .39.3, 1915, pl3u7, 1916, Pp. 26,-66;
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66
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introduced a bill setting

P

mjnimum

GftY

rPte of t 3

P

day for all federal

nnd District government eJ!IJ)loyees, but as hPlf the forty- odd thousand were
then earning less Pnd a fourth of them less thPn f750 a year, the proposPl
seemed unthinkably extravagPnt, particulPrly as seven hours constituted the

•

normal day in govermnent offices.

The bill got no more attention than the

repeated pleas of government clerks for

P

pension system.

By

and large,

influential Wpshingtonians,like members of Congress, still believed laws
of supply and demand must refulate wage rates.

Though anxious to wipe out

unemployment, that threat to community stability, few people, trade
unionists included, thought legislation necessary to set economic matters
right. 67
Although pensions and laws of a kind a later generation would consider
essential to soci?l security seemed in 1912 radical nonsense to most of a
nation which still thought its poorest citizens protected by the right to
homestead on the public domain, the immediate actualities of life in
America's big cities confronted humane citizens with a single alternative:
they must enlarge their efforts to help the needy.
saw the situation a~

1!11

If no one in Washington

either or, nevertheless public and orivate charity

gradually widened to nPrrow one hy one the gaps in services.

Private

giving enabled two new homes for the aged to open, one of them &J)Onsored
by colored '!)eople.

As ch~rity re11ched out to the chronically ill, the Home

--------67 Rpts B of Ch, 1902, pp. 207-0B, 1916, p. 244; see petitions and
ltrs in folder 326, file h8h3, Ser VIB, Woodrow Wilson mss; Times, 9 Jpr 11,
30 ftpr 13, 17 Jan lh, 29 Jan,10, 26 Feb, l, 17, 20, 22 Mar, 16 Apr, 25 Nov,
7 flee 16.
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for Incurables CPme to occuoy

R

far larger plPce Pmong the city's philan-

throoies thon formerly and, under the leadershil) of l!rs. ArchihPld Hopkins,
a close friend of Mrs. Woodrow Wilson, the project evoked wide local
68
interest.
The long debated question of a municipal hospital in turn

,

appePred to be settled in 191.L by a congressional appropriation for plans
for a new building in northwest Washington.

But the bitter opnosition of

oroperty-cnmera to haVing a "pauper" hospital in their neighborhood caused
delays which threatened to kill the project forever.

Not until January

1917, after a change of location back to the old ·,aylum grounds on the
Anacostia end a politically adroit proposal of District Comn,iasioner Brownlow

to name the institution for the fonner chairman of the Senate Diat!'ict
committee, was the building of Gallinger HosoitPl enaured. 69
respite lingering doubts about the morality of helping fallen women,
the missions for unmarried mothers also enlisted more generous support,
perhaps partly because of a dramatic incident in 1914.

Sentiment had long

been mounting to force the closing of the houses of ill fame in the triangle
below Pennsylvania avenue near the Treasury.

Known as "Joe Hooker's

Tl:l.vision" since Civil War days when General Hooker 1 s determination to keep
prostitution within bounds had led to a semi-official demarcation of a few
squares along the Avenue, the red light district had spread until in 1913,
according to outraged woman suffragists who investigated, it stretched from
within two blocks of the White House to the edge of Capitol Hill.

Open

68 Bee, 10 Apr 15; Rpt B of Ch, 1916, pp. 225- 27,
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operation of the houses in the Division not only affronted the sensibilities of respectable citizens but advertised the city's vicious aspects to
every tourist in Washington.

In Januf!I'y 1914 Congress passed the so- called

red light bill, but President Wilson refused to sign it until some provision
was m;ide to care for the prostitutes, Women of the Florence Crittendon
mission thereupon undertook the task, the bill became law, and unmarried
mothers got more sympathetic help 0 70
The new importance of tromen in the "civic uplift" movement was well~
illustrated in the battle against the lli.vision.

"Suffragettes" headed that

drive, but through the non-political activities of the Woman's Welfare
Department of the National Civic League anti=s1tffragists and women without
political convictions also began to emerge as leaders in various fields
of community welfare, Women had long been tho chief proponents of prohibition. Whether or not they were primarily responsible for the intensification of the anti- saloon campaign in the years immediately preceding
World War I, they took an active part in the fight, particularly after
discovering that the lli.strict Fxcise Board, established by l/!W in 1909 to
tt....

supervise and limitAliquor tr;iffic, h;id failed to wipe out the evils
attributed to the sPloon. 71 Whereae men had formerly made the policy
decisions and controlled the ourse strings of the city's charities, after
1912 women increasingly took things into their own hands.

In 1913 one woman

,

70 Washington Herald, 21 May 07; "Washington I s Red Light District
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wrote of the war against alley dwelling:

"Never before have the women of

the capital risen in a body"; the victory w;,s theirs,
apPetite. 72

Success whetted the

In Washington, unlike most other big cities, women's clubs were not
the mainstay of volunteer social service.

In spite of the elaborate plans

of the now all but defunct Wimodaughsis and the programs of the National
Profe~sional Women's League, the Woman's Suffrage League and the District
Federation of Women's Clubs, in Washington the "club woman" was a relatively
inconspicuous figure.

In Chicago to be president of the Woman I a Club was

to hold an eagPrly sought-after position of power.
compirable orgPnization.

Washington had no

Of her unusually lPrge number of single women,

many were self- supporting; for them club life as such wee more a matter of
sociability than of public service.

Women not obliged to ePrn their own

living might join afternoon bridge clubs or literary discussion groups
but they carried on their civic activities through the churches and work
with organized cherities. 73
Yet few citiee had so large a group of prominent women pouring their
energies into social betterment.

In m1ny parts of ftmerica women with leisure

at their disposal would not learn much about community service until war
work drew thEII! into it.

Here the sense of obligation came much earlier,

doubtless partly through the skillful appeals of Charles Weller of the
Associeted Char:i.ties and later through the example set by women with the
social prestige of a Mrs. Hopkins, a M;,bel T. Boardman, a Mrs. Henry Macfarland

72 Edith F.lmer Wood, "Four Washington /llleys," Survey,

13, p. 182.
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and, above 1>ll, t"irs. Woodrow Wilson. ·while Dolly M?.dison 11nd Frances
Folsom Cleveland e?.ch in her day hPd pPTti cipated in W11shington•~ charities,
neither First Lady hPd pleyed so direct

P

pprt as Mrs. Wilson ;,nd neither

h11d occupied the White House in a oeriod when social guilt ri,n strong in
the upper r11nks of Americi,n society.

Miss Boardman, after serving on

President Roosevelt's Homes Commission, undertook as a director of the
District chapter of the American Red Cross to teach Washington debutantes
that their privileged place in the world put upon them a debt to society
which they could best pay by personal service in worthy causes.

Mra.

Hopkins 11nd Mrs. Macfarland similarly inclicated by precept and deed that
for women the one justification for unearned wealth and leiSllre lay in good
works.

Debutlllltes quickly learned that they could combine charitable

activities with the gaieties of the social season and indeed, after the
Washington Junior League came into being i n 191h, a disciplined pursuit of
the former was likely to enhance the letter, especially for the young
woman of slightly insecure social background 7 3a
0

The heightened interest in bellUtifying the city and in bettering
social conditions was by no means a phenomenon peculiar to Washington.
the contrary, it was country-wide.

On

For as Americans awoke in the mid-1890 1 s

to the realization th?.t the United States was no longer overwhelmingly rural
and th?.t urban problems required solutions different from those offered by

•

homesteading in the land of free opportunity, city- dwellers from coast to
coast, sourred on by the muckrakers and preachers of the social gospel,
early in the 20th century set themselves to find an answer.
73a Times, 10 Sep lh 9

They rarely

hh
questioned their capacity to reach it.

Their wish to have the national

capital a model met with some response in Congress and strengthened the
local movement.

But its growth in the District of Columbia was indigenous

Pnd in some particulars antedated that in other municipalities.

The belief

of Americans elsewhere that Washingtonians had little or nothing to do
with the starting and carrying on the City Beautiful and welfare projects
in the capital was as widespread as it was unjust,
serious consequences for the local community.

Later it would have

Before the entry of the

United States into the world war, however, Washington's ci vie leaders consistently displayed a magnificent faith that they could overcome every
difficulty, Who took the credit was unimportant.

In 1916 District Com-

missioner Oliver Newman told the Monday Evening Club that Washingtonians
had a wider interest in community affairs than he had seen in any of the
other nine cities where he had lived. 7h With a highly developed civic
conscience, a cleaner municipal government than other cities enjoyed and
far fewer class conflicts between capital and labor than those of industrial centers, Washington appeared to have a long headstart on achieving
her ideal.

Here the optimism that ch?racterized reformers everywhere in

the America of the period was especially marked.

If naive and somewhat

shallow, it neverthelees suffused the city with a golden wannth of hope •

•

7h Times, 18 Jan 16.
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IMS i'ND RELJITIONS WITH CONGRESS

Oh, my sister cities of the .land, harken to me • • • • Young and
strong, f;,ir of body, clei>n of mind, I h,•ve kept our f;,ith. I live
and grow, in beeuty Pnd ucwer, in the strength of the Spirit that
mE>kes for good. My feet arc> set .\.n the ullth that lei>ds, my hands
pluck nowers by the way, my eyes leave not the shining star that is
my guide • • • •

Now h8rken, my sisters, to what I will do, • • • I am young, ••
but also I am the C9llit8l and blodd kin to our Mecca of the East.
Day by day, year by yei>r, century by century, I will grow• • • • It
shall be mine, by the example that I Leach, to put order in thy houses,
where disorder now reigns. It shall be minu to te11ch thee cleanliness
of body and of mind, and honesty and the mur,icipal faith. It shall
be mine to teach thee the meaning nnd show thee the f>ul of the beauty
that liea within and the beauty th;,t si1ines ,n.thout.
So the Evening Star in 1908 uortrayed Wi,shington' ,, past i-nd future.
somewhat lese bombi,stic li>nguage presidents

llf

In

the Board of Trade voiced

simil8r compl1>cency; their occasional remindors that no one must rest on
his oars scarcely interrupted the now of seJ.f-congr1r'.ulation over "the
grand= of our city. 112

In addition to a "dnlightful c).imate," a magnifi-

cent physical l11yout, an anple supply of pUI'3 water, effi~ient locaJl
government and moderate taxation, Washington offered "super', commercial and
manufactural probi,bilities" 1md exceptional educational advan~.ages through
her universities, public and private school.a, art galleriee and 1ibraries. 3
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Even an experienced former District co~miseioner believed her blemishes
few:

"Is it ?ny wonder," Henry West l'SkHd rhetorically in 1913, "that

during recent years there should h,,ve been ;,ttracted to Wi,shington a most
desir?ble class of residents--oeople who hPvE acquired a competence in
com~erciPl centers and who Pre glad to live in

P

city which is attractive

Pnd well kept, where the society is cosmopolitan, where peece P.nd order
reign with freedom from political disturbance, ant where the constant merch
of progress is unchecked1"4

Real eetate and its ally, banking, continued tt• be the mainstay of
Wi,shington' s business world.

Land prices rose steadily,

While row houses

went uo in the vicinity of Lincoln Park l'l'ld in Mt. Plessa.,t, apartment
houses pdapted to families who could afford only one servan\ multiplied in
more central areas, and the e:,q,anding "millionaire colony" arNmd and about
DuPont and Sheridan circles, the newspapers reported, was makill!, the "City
of Magnificent Distances" also the "Home of Palntial Mansions." w,•11 Street
depressions hpd little effect upon bmking or building operPtions in the
District; Wsshington real estete, on the contri>ry, ttttracted outside ca~,.ti,1 0
One realtor averred that Washington in 1907
than she hAd in twelve during the 1890 1 s.

WPS

growing f:>ster in two mont1.-:

As office buildings and stDTes

took over the area immediPtely to the north and east of the Treasury, repl
estate brokers developed new residential sections along upper 16th street,
about L'hevy Chase circle, and,for people of very modest means, Plong the

•
h s Doc h20, 63c, 2s, 13 Feb lh, p. 11, Ser 6593.

47
eastward extension of Rhode Island avenue. 5 Uneaf'ine:;s about the attitude
of the new administration in 1913 and then the outbreak of war in Europe
lessened the volume of transactions, but prices did not fall and during

1915 apartment house building in Washington 1>gain accelerated. 6
Suburban expsnf'ion, though hsmoered for a time by lack of sewers and
always by costly street paving assessments, the Bai rd of Tracie declared
"ohenomenPl."

Built-up blocks interspersed with an ever diminishing number

of vacant lots stretched for a mile or more north of Florida avenue by 1907,
making the formal city limits a limit only in name.

Prophesief ran that

before 1917 Washington's suburbs would reach into nearby Maryland.

Jlnd

indeed in 1910 the pPrts of the District outside Washjngton Pnd Georgetown
contPined a quarter of its total population.

Trolley lines passing over

the Aciueduct bridge meanwhile hPstened the growth of nosl yn on the Virginia
shore and inspired so many reel estate ventures there that in 1909 District
Commissioner Henry Macfarland argued that protection of the capital would
soon force the Suprelllil Court to pas~ upon federal reannexation of the southern
third of the original ten.mile square.

Since Washington would need that area

for factories and homes for her poor, he believed the Court would find in
the District's favor.

The questi on never got beyond vague talk among

Washington promoters, and by 1921 With the creation of Arlington County the
region would be too valuable to the Commonwealth of Virginia to allow room
for hope in the District that its bounds could again reach beyond the
•
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Potomac. 7
Building 8nd lo8n associations financed most small householders'
home--building, while the cl. ty 's big national bMks handled larger enterpri ses--

'

entire suburban sub-divisions, new office buildings, the utility interests
and the like.

Surprisingly enough in a city not primarily commercial in

ch?racter, banking was extremely profitable.
rnnked

PS

The Riggs National Bank

one of the moat powerful in the country, powerful enough indeed

to risk defiance of the United States Treasury in 1915 when the Controller
of the Currency, John Skelton Williams, invoked the authority of the new
Feder8l Reserve act to stop the improper practices which he charged the
bank's officers of resorting to.

Charles Glover, the hank president, was

so incensed at what he labelled Williams' personal Vindictiveness and misrepresentations that he hit the oontroller on the herd with a walking stick
when the two met by chance in Lafayette square.

Glover, who three years

before hrd struck a congressman for calling his veracity into question, was
again summoned before Congress to make public apology, but the eoisode, once
the oourts had declared the bank's action legal, heightened rather than
lowered the R18gs' stature in ftmerican financial circles.

And insofar as

the administration's carrroaign to weakFn Wall Street's stranglehold on Ameril:can
business was successful, all Washi~ton's big banks benefittect. 8

•

7 Anl ~.!!of Tr, 1903, o. 16, 1912, p. 17; Comrs Rpta, 1906, p. 41,
Ser 5126, 1912, P• 5f; Ser 6464; Times, 9 Jun 07; Rec, 59C, 2S, I ~ , p. 267; H.
B. F. Macfarland, "The Rebuilding of the NPtional Ca"'>itPl, 11 American
I, Sep 09, pp. 11-12; star, 1 May 09, 1 Jc>n 12; ~ . 13 Marl(); S Doc 9,
~4C, lS, 7 Jul 16, Ser°o954; Thirteenth U.S. Census, 1910, Pooulation, II , 294-95.
8 Interview, Louis Brownlow, 6 Mar 59; "The Riggs Bank Row," Literary
Digest, L, 24 Ai:>r 15, pp. 939~40; "The Riggs Bc>nk Case," Outlook, CIX, 28 fpr 15,
oo.~3-54; "John f'kelton Willi:mis: the Center of the Lc>test Cyclone Gathering
in Washington," Current Opinion, LVIII, Jun 15, oo. 399- LCYll, ~t r, 1 Jan l?;
Post, 25 J11n 13; Times, 3 Nov 07, 23 Mny 13, 5 tug 11,, 11 Oct 1 0
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In spite of virtually unbroken prosperity and

P

growth that brought

the District's oopulation to ove!' 367,000 in 1910, a part of the business
colll!lunity urged as insurance fo~· the future a renewed drive to attract
industry.

The Chamber of Com:•erce, founded by small business interests in

1907, was the chief advocate of the olM which its members contended would
reduce seasonal unernploym<•nt and give Washington her proper place in the
American business world,

They lost no opportunity to advertise her poten-

tifllities for m;inufacr.uring. 9 (See Tflble II).

On the other h:md, the

Board of Trade, re2·1.tors, and h:>nkers committed to developing the city as
a show plPce :>nd ?esidenti:>l center tended to shy away from the prooosal 0
If they did nc,~ call it "suicidal," they knew it would antagonize Congress
and aoparen>ly feared that industrial competition with other American cities,
in the wu:ds of a writer for Scribner's Magpzine,would cost "the spoiled
child ~f the reouhlic" the favors she enjoyed.

By

1915, to be sure, the

sq_l'.1eze caused by rising prices in a community where fixed incomes were
~he rule led the oresident of the Board of Trade to suggest that factories
in the suburbs might furnish the new revenue the District badly needed, but
he admitted thet the Great Falls, the one ready source of oower, could not
supply much, particularly as Congress had not acted on:> bill of 1914 to
harness the power then going to waste at the Falls. 10

•

9 Anl R~t ~ of Tr, 190?, op. 39-46; ~ , 7 Jul 06; Her~, 14 May
01; Times, 29 uh, 25 Aug, 10 Nov 07, 1, 23 Jan 11; "Mllde in W11shington,"
Haroer's Weekly, LVI, 15 Jun 12, o. 30.

lO ~Rots~ of Tr, 1905, p. 50, 1910, pp. 10-11, 1915, pp. 7-8;
Montgomery Schuyler, "The New \fashington," Scribner's Magazine, LI, Feb 1912,
PP• 131- 32; Times, 28 Jan 11, 9 Jan 14; Fiscal Relation§, o. 25, Ser 6915.
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All businessmen, however, approved the idee of expanding Washington's
commerce by inproving railroad freight service, building with federal subsidiee a Ehipping cmal from the Anacostia to Chesapeake Bay and making the
capital t.he national convention city, a goal to be achieved by providing a
huge auditorium.

None of these proposals, most of them bolstered by arguments

familiar from the 1840 1 s onward, produced results.

If large enough, the

auditorium, the Chamber of Cowmerce estimated, would hring r10,ooo,ooo
annually to Washington; District businessnen need put in only a quarter
million dollars, leaving a National George Washington Memorial Pssociation
to raise another two and a quarter million, to erect a hall in which every
big national and international organization in the United States would want
to convene; the local businesr community would net et leaFt 40 per cent on
its investment. The ~250,000 from the Dietrict was not forthcoming, and not
until the 1950 1 r: when a plan to establish a "Washington Cultural Center"
shifted the emphasis did the century-old dream begin to look realizable. 11
Yet yearly the flood of visitors ready to spend money in the capital rose
as the fame of the architectural beauties and historical interest of the
national city spread.

By 1908 Washingtoniens were learning to recognize

the arrival of soring less by the appearance of robins than by the fleet
of sight-seeing buses manned by megaphoned guides which lined up on the
Hill and about the White House, and by 1916, next to government business
and real estate, the tourist trade ranked i,s Washington's chief finanaial
asset. 12
11 Star 2 Jan 05, l Jan 09, 28 Feb 12; Anl Rpts B of Tr, 1905,
'OD. l 0-12,T,'114, 1907, pp. 150-53, 1908, P• W, 1910,-po,'" 13-14, 31, 9298, 1912, p. 8; Times, 17 Jun 08, 22 J i,n 09, 19 Mar 11.
12 George Fitch, "Seeing Washington through a Megl)l)hone," Ladies
Home Journal, Pug 1907, p. 2?; Times, 15 Sep l5j ~ 1 2. M;D'f.

The Board of Trade meanwhile had ceased to occupy the position of
enlightened leadership it had held in 1901.

Differences of opinion about

what Washington should strive for contributed to the splitting off of the
Chamber of 6ollllllerce in 1907, but, although explicit statements are few, the
irritation of small businessmen at what they thought the high-handedness of
the little coterie that set Board of Trade oolicies clearly counted more
hePvily than disagreement with any S!)ecific pronouncement of the older
organization. When its president in 1903 declared that once a Board committee, the Board's directors and the full Board endorsed any proposal it
iir.mediPtely commanded "public attention, public respect and the supoort of
all good citizens" as well as serious consideration in Congress, he overstated the case very slightly.
welfare of the City

PF

Thereafter

a

growing tendency to regard the

identical with that of the thin too layer of society

gradually stripped the Board of Trade of its former representative quality.
For more than fifteen years its guiding lights almost without exception had
served also as trustees of local philanthropies; most of the younger generation of Boerd directors did not.

Doubtle,s the increasing professionalism

of social welfare work accounted for much of that change, but it had the
effect of divorcing Board policy- makers from clo~e association with the
social betterment leaders.

Nor did the citizens' associations fill the

gao; more fully than in the 1890 1 s they concentrated upon their own
neighborhood problems to the exclusion of city-wide concerns.
By 1911 the Times, Washington's nearest aoproach to a left-wing pt,per,
observed thPt the Chamber of Commerce "renresents the most advanced and most
progressive thought of the community.

It stands for the interests of the
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people of Washington. 1113 It studied and made recommendations on questions
the BoPrd of Trade now bypassed--utilit y rates, milk insoection end similar
matters imoortant to the rank and file of humble citizens,

Unhappily,

perhaps because buSiness counsels were now divided, the Chamber carried less
•

weight than its parent organization had once.

Some men belonged to both

bodies; Pfter 1907 neither organization included any colored men,

Even

while it wap losing members, the Board of Trade never admitted that it no
longer snoke for the city

Bf

a whole,

Succes~ful campaigns to recruit

new members evidently lPid to rest any doubts of the directors that they
knew best what Wa~hington needed,

They devoted their efforts to city finances

end the protection of the "half-and-half" pri nci ple from congressional
i nroads,

Ind the bo(•rd of directors, composed of men linked with the great

real estate companies, the big bc>nks and the utilities, continued to
exercise enormous influence, particularly ns long as a group in Congress
looked upon investment in Washington as a sure road to fortune,

That as

late as 1915 some congressmen still held that View emerges in the comment
of a representative who in congratulating a newly appointed District commissioner a:;-sured hltlll he should wind up his term in the District building
with st least $1,000,000. 14
The Boa~d of Trade would certainly hPve scoffed at the notion that

13 Times, 8 Jan 11,

14 Anl ~pts B of Tr, 1902-1916 inclusive, especially 1903, p. 6, 1905,
po, 18-19,
Times, 17,
17 Dec 13,
lA Nov 58,

190, pp; 10, 20, 1910, 2?-23, 40, 1913, pp, 35, 1916, pp 37, 94- 96;
30 Jan, l? Feb, 9 Pug 08, 12, 26 Jan, 15 Mar, 12 Ppr, 26 May 11,
1 Jan 14; Star, 2 Dec 09, l Jan 12; interviews with Louis Brownlow
17 Apr 59.
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anyone wanted the nost of District colll!llissioner for the fin.;,ncic>l benefits
it might bring; it WPI' a position of prestige and honor,

l's an incumbent

might, however, affect the course of Washington's develop,nent the inner
circle of the BoPrd of Trade, familiar as it felt itself to be with the
city's problems, expected to name the civili.;,ns whom the President would
appoint. President Roosevelt was not wholly emenable to that arrangement.
He apryeared to listen, but he kept in office the former journalist Henry
Macfarland who1'1 one Washingtonian later described as "a nice piece of
bric-a-brac, 1115 :>nd upon John Rose I s dePth in the sumr er of 1902 the President
ignored all objections to the aopointment of enother newsp8permPn,
Theodore Noyes wrote the President:

Although

"It is not in hum!'Il nature that the

Star should view with .;,ny COllll)lacency the Pppointment to local municipal
control of the employee !lnd representative of a rival newspaoer of democratic proclivities," Henry West wai, sworn in c>e colllJllissioner in October 0 16
During his i,even yeere in office West while f-..equently disagreeing with
l'acfarl:-nd nevertheless served the city well.
The two colorless individuals whom Taft appointed in January 1910
were more to the liking of the Board of Trade, but satisfaction turt;1ed to
alarm in 1913 when Woodrow Wilson selected two fonner officers of the Monday
Fvening Club, Oliver Newman, an e:xperienced newspaper correspondent, and
Frederick L, Siddons of the District bar,

Admittedly swayed by a judgment

confided to him thet the District government had been "controlled by men

15 Ltr, D, H. MacLedan to Albert Burleson, 3 Apr 13, File 84ft,
Wilson mse (1.c.).
16 Ltrs, Henry Cabot Lodge to President Rooeevelt, 30 Jul 02,
Theodore W, Noyes to Roosevelt, 11 Aug, Crosby Noyes to Roosevelt 15 Aug,
and Mark Hann.;, to Roosevelt, 20 Aug O?, Theodore ~oosevelt Jt1ss (L.C.).

Su
with connections in speculative real estate, a triengle of profit and
power menned hy i, triumvir11te, 11 the President had m!lde cle11r that he wanted
no commissioner tied to the loc11l real estate "ring. 1117 In the eyes of
powerful business interests in Washington both men nPmed were tPinted with
radicslism.

Resentment ri,n so strong among the old gu<'.l"d that one of the

group broUf.ht a suit contesting the leg11lity of Newmi,n 1 s appointment on
the grounds of his not being a bona~ resident of the District; the
plaintiff lost. 18 }nether blow awaited the former kingmakers in 1915.
President Wilson, hPving elevated Siddons to the District Supreme Court,
chose as his successor Louis F!rotmlow, a thirty-five~year old correspondent
for a Washington news syndicate.

In time to come "Brownie" would be recog-

nized from coast to coa~t as the foremost authority on public administration

in America.

In 1915 he was known in Washington as a competent reporter,

a friend of muckrakers like Robert Wickliffe Woolley and, doubtless source
of special uneasiness to ultra-conservatives, a son-in-law of Congressman
Thetus Sims, the old wsrrior who as a member of the House District Committee
had for years fought speci11l priVilege in the District 0 19
Fortunately each of th~ seven civilian commisFioners in turn was
conscientious, Pnd the engineer commissioners who worked with them sets

:

17 Quoted in Herbert Janvrin Browne, Assessment and Taxation in the
District of Columbi@, ~ the Fiscel Relation to :9i.!! Federal Government;-1915, p. ~~(hereafter cited as Browne, Assessment ••• in D.C.); ~ ,
28 Jan 13.
l8 Star, 13, lu, 18 Nov 09; ~nterview with Louis Brownlow, 18 Nov 58;
Post, 7 J11n 10; Time~ 11, lu Nov 09, 22 Jan, 27 Jun, 5, 6 Jul 13, 15 Jul,
22 Oct lu, 21 JunlS; memorandum for Edward C. Becherer, Mar-May 13, and
ltrs, Elijah Knott to Woodrow Wilson, 19 May 13, File BuA, Wilson mas (L.C.).
19 Times, 15 Jun 08, 20, 31 Jan 15; Brownlow,~ Passion f2!:
Anonymity, oo. 1-,12.
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high record of efficiency.

If West was easy going and Rudolph and Johnston

unimagiru-tive and intellectually timid, those shortcomings were more than
offset hy the qualities of Mi.cfarland, Siddons, Newman and Brownlow.

All

told, the successive boards of commissioners during the fifteen years preceding the United States' entry into the war achieved a standard of oublic
service not again equalled in the District until the 1950 1 s.
The job was no sinecure,

Ideally it meant maintaining and improving

the appearance of the capital, the national show place, and simultaneously
meeting the community's les~ immediately visible needs out of the funds
Congress was willing to appropriate.

It meant balancing the wants of one

section of the city or one grouo of citizens against those of another and
providing for intangibles, such as an enlarged public health service and
better police protection, without curtailing public works like opening new
parks and building new bridges,

A,nd always it meant, after the adminis-

trators had mapped out what they considered the wisest allotment of money,
a struggle to persuade the House Subconmittee on ftporooriations for the
Dist-:i.ct that the figure for each item in the oroposed budget was justified.
The final decision never lay with the commissioners,

The p'rohibition on

borrowing created in itself a never-ending quandary, even during the period
when Congrese sanctioned an evasion by authorizing the United States Treasury

to advance the District money at interest for enlargement of the water distribution systm, construction of the sewage pumoing station and similar
eicpensive orojects,

The list of public works the commisFioners considered

urgent in 1909 end the estimated cost of each suggests the dimensions of
the problem of meeting such needs out of current income:
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Project

Cost

ReclemPtion of the Anacostia flats,
a measure vital to the city's health
Improvement of Rock creek valley from its mouth
to Massachusetts avenue, most of the stretch
still an unsightly and insanitary dumping ground
Improvement of the harbor front
Purchese of additional lPnd for parks
New buildings for the reformatory and workhouse
In~tallatjon of P high-pressure £ire
protP.ction systP..m
Pxtension of suburban trunk sewers, a project
to he spread out over 12 years
Extenfion of t"'llnk water 111Pins to the suburbs
Fnlargement of public hoSPital facilities
F.limin:>tion of dangP.rous railroad grade
crossings outside the city limits

$2,552,320

t4, 7,0,000

r.2,aao,000
t5,()()(),000
r.1,000, O'lO

t

750,000

r2,000,ooo
~ 800,000

r 150,000

r Loo,000 20

The total of some $20,282,000, even if spread over several years, would
leave nothing over £or new kinds of servicP.s,let alone the expansion of
old ;in a rapidly growing city wrose local revenues had never reached

r1,ooo,ooo.

About twelve of the twenty million requested could be classed

as aimed at embellishments rather than essentials.

Then and later some

members of Congress, like maey Washingtonians, preferred less emphasis on
stone and mortar or remote e:xponses of parkland and more on higher salaries
for school teachers, on emnloyment of school nurses and dentists, more
sanitary inspectors and more staff for the Board of Children's Guardians,
a bigger better paid police force and all the administrative machinery needed

in

i>

complex urban ~ooiety. 21

But critics on the floor of Congress rarely

20 Comrs Rpt, 1909, PP• 57-56, Ser 5609.
21 Max West, "Room for ImprovemPnt," Outlook, LXXIX, 11 Mar 05, pp.
625-26; H.B.F, Macfarl:>nd "The Needs of the National Capital," Outlo~
LXXXIII, 30 June 06, op. 5111~21; Star, 6 Dec 09, 15 Feb, ?L Aug 12; Times,
29 Nov 11; Surv~, XXVII, 2 Jan l?, o. 1591; ~ Loo L?2, 61~, 2S, 11 Mar
10, p. 19, Ser 58; Fiscal ~~latjons, p. lii~, Ser 6915.
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succeeded in redistributing funds in the District budget as it came from
committ ee; at most they cut the overall figure.

Exceot insofar as the

Senat e insisted uoon restoration of some of the sums PPred by the House,
the make-up of the House subco~~ittee determined whPt the commissioners
could epend Pnd for what ourpose.
In !'l)ite of repeated charges that leadi ng members of the House and
Senate District committees Pnd the subcor,mittee on apryropriations constituted "the plunderers of Wa~hington, 11 the commissioners' progrSl'ls before
1910 got fuller support from Congress than did their successors, for plans
for the heautificatjon of the capital aroused the interest of congressional
constituents and the laws enacted to promote social betterment involved
r elatively little money.

Macfarland and West and the three engineer com-

missioners of their time, while disapnointed at obtaining year after year
only oert of the sums they PFked for, man?ged to run the city reasonably
eff iciently and encountered little hostility in the "ci. ty council. 1122
-.J.. a.. ~~ S,.'A
Indeed as long as an Arthur Gorman in the Senate, a Joseph Babcock/\ chairm,ei
'
of the Houfe committee from 1895 to

19fl, and a dozen com~ittee memhers

had financial interests in WaFhington, personal concern for her prosperity
would plead her cause; Pnd stories never denied told of German's making a
fl,000,000 and Babcock's making $400,000 in Washington real estate and
utility stocks simply by using their advance knowledge of which sections
of the city were to get funds for improvements and what privileges were to
be allowed the utility oompanies. 23 Pt a time when senators were buying

22 ~ Rpts !! of!!:, 1906, P• 20, 1908, p. 28, 1909, P•

34.

23 Robert Wickliffe Wooley, "The Plunderers of Washington,"
Pearson 1 F Magazine , XXIJ, Nov 09, op. 631~35; Times, 18 Jan 08; Star,10.r-oa•~~
~3C, 2's;-9 M1>r ll, P• 4536.
j _:-::--

~
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their seats from state legislatures, the tales of graft in the Canitol
occasioned no scan~alized astonishment,

Most Weshingtonians resented con-

gres~ional refusals to order drastic reductions in utility rates and to
live up meticulously to the 1878 commitment on sharing District expenses,
but the friendliness on the Hill brought a measure of benefit to the entire
community,

If the entente cordiale was moee useful to the well-to-do few

than to the impecunious meny, still small householders could take satisfaction in Congress' heeding of their pleas for a compulsory education law,
the remCl'lal of an upper age limit for sturlents in the night schools,
addit;ons to the fire and nolice departments, and occasional increases in
the allowances for charities.

The District Auditor noted les~ than ~400,000

charged to the District in 1908 for items for which Congress was unwilling
to vote federal money. 24
But the honeymoon was over.

Restiveness in Congress over the half-

and-half arrangement had been growing for some time before Washingtonians
let themselves worry.

Hardened to periodic diatribes against such "extra-

vagant" requests es appropriations for public pleygrounds, local taxpayers
refused to see 1>rzything especially ominous in a law of 1909 which required
the commissioners thenceforward to submit their annual budgets1not as in
the past in the form of Pstimstes of needs which House and Senate would
then try to meet, but as statements of expected revenue fron District taxes
and matching federal funds. 25 Although the innovation allowed for no
,

24

_'.!imes 30 Nov 07, 17, 28 Jen, 20 Mar, 20 Apr. 9 Aug 08; Comrs Rpt,
1906, pp. 2 ~ Ser 5126, Jnl ~~of Tr, 1905, n, 81'); Alonzo 'l'weedale,
"The Budget for thP District of Columbia," Proceedi~l!_ of the Cincinnati
Conference for Good Gi.ty Government, 1909, pp. 273- 3,
25 Star, 22 ~en 09; Fiscal Relat~ons, pp. 1628- 39, Ser 69f6; Rec,. ~0C,
1s, 4 Apr 00,-p. 1908, ?S, 7 Dec 08, p. 8,13 Jan 09, pp, 818-19, 859-7~.
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long-term finPncing of major oublic works--the extension of w2ter and
~ewer m~ins into the suburbs, for examplo--the act otherwise looked innocuous,
sjrnply a Wf<Y of tailorjng the suit to fit t,he cloth.
however, were soon using the shears to snip

~wpy-

New leaders in n,0ngresi>,

at the f Pderal share of

r.istrict expenses by reducing over-all appropr:~tions.

Thus when the

commissioners estjmated Dii>trict t2x revenues at :·6,477 ,ooo, Congress
instead of voting-twice that amount aopropriated

nin:i;

$10,719,000, of

which lesi> than f-4,242,000 was federal money, more neari.: a third than a
26
half the totai.
By then the local community was fully aw&~e of its
perils, for the House was considering ways not only to out upon +.he District
the entire cost of street mPintenance but digging into records of t,.o past
to orove thrt, the District owed the federal government large sums of moi.,;y
for such items as advances to the F.reedmans Hospital in the mid-1870's,
unredeemed bonds of 1877 and 1878 and thirty years of care for the District's
insane at St. Flizabeths. 27
The rights and wrongs of the District of Columbia in its fiscal relations with the federal government were--and still are--infinitely complex. 28
Viewed from the perspective of half a century, three facts are clear about
the fight that came out into the open in the early months of 1910:

first,

that the members of Congress who launched and carried on the attack believed
they were engaged in a righteous battle with that monster, special privilege;

>

26 Post, 15 Jun 10; ftPr, 15 Jun 12;
27 Lawrence Schmeckebier, The District of CoLU1111iia Its Government
and Administration, oo. 52~54; S Doc 403, 63C, 2S, b Feb 14, Ser 6593; Anl
Rot B of Tr, 1912, o. 14 :>nd Rot,"Financial P.elations of the Dii>trict o f
Columbia and thP Federal Gove~ent from 1871 to 1912."
the documentation cited
28 In the oaragraohs that follow,/is
merely a small fragment of the
substantiating evidence to be found in the pages of the ~essionel Record, the
two fat volumes on Fiscal Relations and the local newspapPrs.
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second, thPt they frequently used bPttering r"1!ls where fly swPtters would
hPve served their ournose better; Pn~, third, thPt mPny of Washington's
self-styled finPnCiPl experts unwittingly undermined her defenses by shifting
ground or by teking positions they could not fortify with '1lcontrovertible
figures.

Promoters who talked of the city's "moderate taxation" when they

were trying to attract new business enterprises attempted at other times to
orove to Congress that per capita taxes here were higher thPn in other cities
of like size Pnn that arry added burden would be ruinous to the community0 29
Confused thinking and much misinformntion in Congress about laws 11nd practices in the District of Columbia, even its geography, complicated the
struggle.

Few members, whether of long standing or newcomers on the Hill,

were familiPr with the unique problems of the capital and fewer still understood the Treasury's accounting methods in hPndling District funds.

fltten-

dance during debates on District affPirs was always slim; as few es fifty
representatives often disposed of questions of great importPnce to Wpshingtonians1and Prry discussion of Fuch mPtters on the floor of the Senate was
rare in the extreme.

Consequently congressmen oould and did go unchallenged

in making statements as preposterous as that the United f-tates defrayed the
entire cost of running the schools, paving the streets, supolying the city
with water and installing and extending the sewage system.JO Under these

,

29 Fiscal Relations, po. 266, 367-69, Ser 6915; "fl ~quare Deal for
Washington," reprints from ~ in File 250, Wilson mi,s.
30 Times, Ui Feb, 13, 2(1 May 11; PoFt, 26 Jan 13; Rec, 61c, 2s, 16 Dec
09, po. 200-01, 8 Mar 10, no. 2923-24, 61c, Jf-, 28 Jpn 11, p. 1597, 62c, 2S,
23 Jan 12, p. 1226; ftnl Rot B of Tr, 1911, o. 14; FiscPl Relations, po. 296,
930-69, 1742-44, Ser0915Pnd 691b.
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circumstances ill temper Pnd? sense of outrage developed in both camps.31
The ch?nged attitude of the congressional majority sprang from a
combin?tion of factors.

The increasing amounts of money the commissioners

requested between 1901 i,nd 1910 were certainly one of the first.3 2
Fiscal
Year

Commissioners
Estimates

1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
l9ll
1912
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917

f7,657,773
9,080,704
10,572,498
11,mS,628
13,017,581
12,556,177
11,625,686
11,918,519
13,798,126
16,176,356
11,180,628
12, 872,986
12,954, 721
12,874,298
14,491,614
15,473,676
12,909,434

RecommendPtion
Sec of Treasury

t7,826,016
11,062,370
11,299,264
11,598,222

Jlporoprii,tions
..7,'532,519
8,329,297
R,284, 850
R,869, 097
9,665, 785
9,396, 029
9,408,6o2
9,880,099
10,133, 389
10,528,292
10,527,046
11,809,837
10,531,334
11,464,513
11,972,524
12,322,539
12,879, 707

The estirnatea for the fisci,l year 19io, the last budget submitted before the
law of 1909 limited the collllllissioners to figures based on e:xoected revenue,
tell part of the story--t16,000,ooo for a city that nine years before had
asked for less than half that much. 33 That large sums were intended for

--------31 Times, 24 Jul, 14 Dec 13, 20 Jen 14; Rec, 63c, 2S, 16 Dec 13, p. 1014.
32 Rec, 59C, lf, 18 Jlpr 06, po. 5501- 06, 60~, 2S,
•

4 Feb

09, p, 1832 •

33 Letter froM ~ecre~ of Treasury TranSMitting E~tirnates of Appropriations, an annuPl volume, 1901-1917; ''Wh~t the States 0 t,y towards the
District of Columbia's Municipal F.xpenses," J'merican City, vrr, Feb 13, pp.
119-20.
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oormanent public works--in 1909, for example, six new school huildings--in
no way mollified irate congressmen who saw in these the demands of a city
of millionPires bPttening on the taxpayers of the rest of the country.
Closely allied to the wrath evoked by the growing size of the coMmissioners'
tentative budgets was a new indignation in Congress at the exploitation of
Washington's lesser citizens practised by real estate speculators and
powerful utility companies, an anger which reformers from urban constituencies shared with representatives of rural districts.

Unlike some of their

oredecessors, after 1910 the l!l?n in control of the House and Senate District
committees showed no wish to make the most of their business opportunities
in the capital and instead dedicated themselves consciously or otherwise to
making political hay out of standing for economy and suopresti.on of the
money power wherever it raised its fearsome head.

They might have slain

that dr11gon in Washington by revising the District :assessment and tax laws,
but disagreements about how to rewrite them made it simpler to advocate the
cancellation of all federal contributions to the city irrespective of which
grouo of local taxpPyers suffered moet thereby.Ju A third factor derived
from the deteI'lllination of senPtors and congressmen from agrarian areas to
hold the line against the march of "socialism" in aey form, that insidious
threat creeping out of ~eeming cities to engulf robust Pmerican individualism.
Thus, to name but

P

single example, so God-fearing and earnest a believer in

the rights and duties of free men as Washington Gllrdner of Albion, Michigan,
fought tooth 11nd nail againEt Popropriations for public Playgrounds in
34 Rec, 63c, 2~, 18 tee 13, p. 1162; H Rpt 937, 630, 2S, 9 Jul 14
Ser 6560; !nl Rpts ~ of '.!'!,, 19111, p. 9, 1915, po. 10-12; Times, 13 May 1,l,
17 Dec 13.
'
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Washington, hecause they reoresented s socislistic perversion of public
ohligation.35
nearly as old

Conflict hetween rural and urban interests waP of course
PS

sectionPl controversy in Congress but neither had affected

Washington as much in the late 19th century

PS

in the early 20th when her
~

oopulatjon had grown to a third of a million souls~ the admis~ion of three
western states between 1907 and 1912 and the widening recourse to direct
primaries altered the balance in both houses.
Two other elements also entered into the oicture, namely pPrty
oolitics and the mounting pressure of nPtionPl husiness in the legislature
of a country now hecome a world oower and rf'l)idly turning into a great
industrial nation,

Votes along pi>rty lines on WaPhington's problems were

not the invariable rule, but before the election of a Democratic administration in November 1912, Democrats, though in control of the HouFe from 1911
onward1 found opoosition to Republican-soonsored measures a politically
useful device.

Far more disastrous for the city was the frequent postpone-

ment of "District days" on the Hill and the lack of informed attention given
to local hills when they at last reached the lloor. 36 In retrosoect, the
time committees of hoth houses devoted to hearings on reorganization of the
Board of Education, city olanning, proposed Jim-Crow bills and in 1915 on
Di.strict finances seems surprisingly generous and testifies to the conscientiousness of the

11

ci ty

council."

But for citizens who had seen a

35 ~ , ('()C, 1S, 3 Aor 08, o. 4353, L Aor 08, o~. 4383-85,
36 Times, 2, l1, 29 J'Q?l 11, 19 Jlec 13; ftar, 28 Mav 11, 25, 26 Aug
12; Louis Ottenberg, 11F11therless Cliildren of the N;,tional Capital, 11 Survey,
XXXIII, JO Jun 15, PP• 459-60.

6L
series of constructive local acts pas~ed between 1902 and 1908 the swnmary
dismissal or destructive mendrnent of District hills thereafter wa~ profoundly disturbing.

Badly needer! social legislation sneaked through, if :,t

all, only by the skills of its supporters in tying it to an appropriation

-

bill. More than a few Wa~hingtonians recognized before World War I the
unsuitability of requiring men elected to legislate for the United ~tates
as a whole to study and act intelligently upon purely local municipal
problems, hut that realization did not ease the situation and the powerlessness of enlightened residents to change it heightened their discomfort.37
That they did not despair and, on the contrary, during 1916 regained much
of their earlier confidence indicates again the pervasive optimism of the
entire pre-war period 0 38
Indeed by 1916 the community had reason to draw freer breath.

By

then the money borrowed from the Treasury after 1901 had been fully repaid
and the funded debt reduced to ~L,000,000. Real estate reassessments that
corrected most inequities :>nd rdded

~Lo,o~o,orio

to over-all valuations

further cooled the heat of critics in :Jongress; some of them were still
incensed at the numher of "tax dodgers" in the District, people accused of
choosing residence in Washington in order to escape state inheritance levies
and taxes on intangible personal property, but a Di.strict law passed in 1916
•

imposed the latter and the workings of the new graduated federal income tax

37 Sta!_, 9 May 09; Times, 15 Jul, 6, 12 Dec lL, 18 Apr 16; Brownlow,
Pass~ for Anonymity, o.
; interview, Louis Brownlow, 18 Nov 58;
Fitcal !!_elatj OB!!_, PP• 963-66, Ser 6915; An Rpt ~ of Tr, 1916, p. 13.

t

38 Times, 7 Jan 16; fnl P.ot ~ Q!.

'.!£,

1916, p. 10.
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promised to catch up with other "malfactors of great wealth, 11 39 ftt the seme
time Weishingtonians who had felt themselves victimized t'!Y the oublic utility
companies were gratified by the creation of a District Public Utilities Commis~ion, mPde up of the three District COITll".issioners, ex officio, authorized

to fix rates and control the sRle and emission of utility stocks and securities.

The labor involved in arriving at just valuations of the companies'

property, the basis of the rates to be set, delayed final rulings until
after the war, but the essential first steps in protecting consumers had
been taken during 1914 and 1915, 40 Wealthy taxpPyers in turn were relieved
at the outcome of lengthy congressional hearings held in November 1915 on
the Di.strict 1 f fiscal relations with the federal government, for the princinle
~

of federal sharing of exnense~ survived officiPlly, Pnd formerly aggrieved
Property-owners admitted the fRirness and thoroughness of the joint committee in charge of the investigation. 41
The record of the fi~cal hearings gives an exceptionally detailed
view of the intricacies of the Problem .;,nd the strengths and weaknesses of
both sides of the argument,

In proposing the formation of the joint com-

mittee, Senator Gallinger had pointed out that no one could judge the extent
of District oblifations by a reading of District aopropriations acts, since
Congress yearly authorized fed~ral officiPls not responsible to the District
39 H Rpt 937, 63c, 2s, 9 Jul lh, Ser 6560; Rec, 63C, 3f', 11 Jan 15,
pp. 1335-37; Anl Rpt ~ of Tr, 1910, po. 57-58, 1910,np. 7-8.

lio Brownlow,! Passion for Anonymity, po. 90-91; Tim~, 28, 29 Nov,
3 r..ec 07, 17 Jan, 12 Feb, 24 Jul, 9 Aug 08, 8 Feb, 28 Aor, 13 Oct 11, 3 Mar
13, 3 Jul 111; Star, l Oct l?,
41 Seen. 38,
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commissioners to spend locrl funds voted "in the sundry civil end legislative 1>noropriation ects, in deficiency nets, oubli~ building acts, extension
and widening of the streets c>nd for other purooses. 11

Sirru.lRrly Senator

Works' finnl report, for the connittee noted how l'luch he nnd his associc>tes

-

hi:id had to learn ebout the cit:r' s difficulties. 42 Both opponents and
defenders of the 8'/stem of mai,ching federal and local money for running the
capital city were guilty of presenting some data of dubious validity,
figures assembled too long before to be apoliceble or faulty comparisons
with the truces of other 1,ities 9 43 but the testimoey1 if occasionally colored
by passion, was illumir.c>ting,

The assumption was general that the United

States should contritute something to the city's annual revenues,

~everal

witnesses reverted to the c>rgur~ents of the Southard reoort of 1835:

national

ohligl'tion Brie:i;·g .from the 18th century agreement wi-th the original
proprietors of the land,

Other men indicated thc>t since manufacturing

plants and (;'.'eat commercial houses such as suoolied the hulk of tPxes to
other big cities would interfere with W11~hington'e mBin business of national
gove?'l'lT'!nt, the United States with its extensive taY-exenrot oroperty must
make some monetl'ry compensation.
by whc>t method

At Everyone agreed

of federel holdings.

42 Rec,

Th,:, m?in question thus was how rmch ?nd
that Congress would never permit taxation

Proponents of ripid edherence to the half-and-half

63C, 25, 11 Jan 15, p. 1348; Fiscal Rela_-tione, np. lxiv, Ser

6915.

43 Bureau of the Census, Statis~ of Ci-ties HPvi~ ! Po'Oulation of
over 30,000, 1907, no. 330..33; Fiscal Relations, p~. ~07, ~er 6915, po.
1639-hO, Ser 6916.
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rule insisted that a sliding scale of federal payments would leave the city
in a constant turmoil of uncertainty.

As they saw it, a proposal endorsed

by the House of using all local money first and re!ying upon federal funds
to fill gaps in the budget foretold the end of true sharing, a judgment in
which mPny experienced members of ~ngress concurred; routine operating
expenses would gobble up all c5.ty revenues and federal apnropriations for
long-term needs would net be forthcorning.44 The same objection applied to
a similar plan i,dvanced as early as 1901 by Senator HoPr of Massachusetts,
a scheme of hPving the government foot all the bills but collecting from
District property-owners levies equal to but not in excess of those paid by
residents of other like-sized cities.

Both civiliPn commissioners thought

some change inevitable and inclined to fpvor the Hoar plan.

Louis Brownlow

believed it sounder than the "legislative fiction" of hPlf-and-half, i,nd as
he demonstrated the impossibility of sepPrating the costs of services to the
local public fron those primari!y benefitting the national government, he
urged prompt adoption of a juster and more realistic division of the financial burden. 4511- In spite of Brownlow' s exposition of the inseparability of
federal and local needs, the col'IMittee concluded that District taxes should
be used sole!y for the District, and all locPl revenues be spent before drawing
uoon the United States Treasury; "half-and-half" sharing was no longer either
feasible or necessary.

Since congressional pa~simoey toward Washington seemed

to be wearing thin, ·the n:>tional city would not suffer. The ~enate ignored
the committee's findings and in fact they included no recommendations for
legislPtion.

But the report left the door open to future readjustments

which, Senator Works remarked, should take into consideration the restoration

L4 ~.

63c, 3s, 12 Dec 14, pn. 143, 160-61, 7 Jan 15, po. 1113-16,
27 Feb 15, PP• 4864-65.
45 R~c, 56c, 2s, 6 Mar 01; p. 15; Fiscal Relations, PP• 43-44, 96366, 979-80, , er 6915, pp. 174?•57\er 6910.
'\
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of some euthoti ty to the community over its own expenditures and the relieving
of Congress of some of its ~ldermanic resoonsibilities.L6
Local self goverMent 11nd "half-end-hPlf" were so tied together by
the Organic act of 1A7A that>quite aosrt from anxieties Pbout allowing
Negroes political power, the most influential Wa~h:ngtoniPns hefore 1916
were loath to contemplate an elective city goverll!1lent lest it result in
~

killing/federal financial 11id. Full voting representation in Congress, on
the other hand, got incre11singly wide support from 1909 onward, in spite of
occasional Bosrd of Trade warnings about the dangers involved in seeking
any chPnge.47 At a dinner given for .President Taft by the Board of Trade
and thP Chamber of Commerce in May 1909 Chief Justice Stafford of the
District Supreme Court made an eloquent plefi for District enfranchisement

1

at least for nptionel elections:
Strip men of the ballot end you take eway from society the most
powerful inducement that can prompt selfish hurnPn nPture to educate
and elevate its helples~ and its poor.
In a scarcely veiled attack on white fears of Negro voting, he asked:
Shall WP sey we fear the suffrages of ignorance Pnd vice, , , that
could not last a generation if we did our duty by our fellow-men? , •
Never until the men of wealth end education have spent their last
surplus doll11r end exhausted the ingenuity of their &rains in the
effort to make their fellow-men worthy to be sharers in the government,
never lf1til then will they have a right to hide behind an excuse like
that. 4
0

46 Fiscal Relations, pp, i-lix, Ser 6915.
47 Star, 23 Nov 09; S Doc 68L, 6oc, 2S, 26 Jan 09, Ser $408;
1138, 62J, 3S, 1 MPr 13, ~er 6365.
48 Ster, 9 !fay 09.

~

Doc

The President derided Stafford's arguments, but a numher of citizens'
associations outside wealthy northwest Washington endorsed them,~ .fn 1912
a strPw vote conducted hy the newly organized District Suffrage League polled
10,816 hallots favoring local suffrage to only 944 against.49 Three years

•

laterlafier the joint congressional committee reoort and ~enator Works'
statement appeared, the Board of Trade also decided the city had more to
gain than to lose by asking for a modification of the Organic act. Residents
felt little or no dissatisfacti on with the com.~issioners' adm.inistretion;
even sectional Col"'Olaints from East and Southwest Washington largely ceased
when Newman and ~iddons and then Brownlow took charge.

But the disadvan-

tages of rule by congressional coml"ittee were emerging with a clarity not
to be ignored.

To much of the local public the surest remedy seemed to lie

in having an elected Dirt.rict senator and representatives on the Hill,
although opposition to accompanying that chPnge with an elected city government continued to sound loud in some quarters.

Congressmen who discussed

the matter at all tended, on the contrary, to think Home Rule desirable, if
only to lighten their duties, but were more than doubtful about giVing the
District virtual statehood.5o In short, what the community believed most
beneficial was what Congress was least likely to grant. Yet the restoration
of some measure of good feeling between the city and the United States Congress
encouraged belief that together they would work out a satisfactory solution.
49 Ibid., 5, 10, 12, 15 May 09, l Jan 10, l Jan 11; Times, 12, 29 Apr,
5 Jun, 8 Dec 13, 28 ~en, 14 Oct lh; Archihald Butt, Taft and Roosevelt, pp.
29- 31; Po~t, 16 Feb 13.

5o ~ .

16 Feb, 3, 4 Vay 13; Times, 16 Oct 13, 26 Oct 15; Red, 63c,
2S, 18 Dec 13, p. 1161; fnl ~~of Tr, 1916, op. 13-16· Hearings of ~ubcoM~ittee of Senate Committee on District of :.Ol umbia, 24 Feb 16, po. 10,
21, 29 Feb 16, pp. 55-71.

CHtPTER XVIII
"THE Cl?Y OF CONVERS/TION"

Men r>nd women born 1>nd bred in the District, like visitors, believed
Washington the most sophisticated _Pnd agreeable city in the United States.
On the eve of World Wpr I 1 a~ for ~;;ers past, neither exasperation over
missing services nor distress Pt the bitter ooverty of the lower classes
detracted sharply from the day by day pleasures of living in the c11pital.
Even families constantly hard µreseed to make ends meet apparently enjoyed
the orivilege of heing envied by outsiders.

Certainly no one, however

lowly his status,Pdrnitted to thinking life as drab here as it would he
elsewhere.

If hi~ pPrticipetion in the world of society and affairs was

purely vicarious, seeing it pass by directly under his nose brought compenGovernment clerks as late as 19111 still oaid at rates set in 185'3

sations ,

had probably the greatest cause for complaint as the cost of living in
Washington rer>ched a height unknolm elsewhere, but the addition of a half
hour to their working day in 1913 still left them more leisure than clerks
in commercial establishments commanded or farmers or factory hPnds iA the
rest of Americr>.

Indeed only the rare oerson who>though well up the economic

ladder)took exception to the false values he felt pervading a city in which
snobbery of money competed with snobbery of rank found fault with Washington
as a plPce to live:£ And where in the United ~tat.es of the early 20th
century were fortunes and professional or flJlllily distinction not vying with
each other?
When H. G. Wells in 1906 wrote of "Washington as Anticlimax~ his
l.
2

Feb 16,

"What it Cost Me to \be a Prominent Man," .Anerican Magazine, LXXXI ,

Pp,

84-860
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American readers could out his comments down to the crotchetiness of

e

g~fted but bumptious Englishman. Wells himself, picking up Henry James'
epithet "The City of Conversation, 111 remarked:

'••

-

Washington, indeed, converses well, without awkwardness, without
chattering, kindly watchful, agreeably witty. ihe lulled and tamed
my purpose to ask about pri.mery things, to discuss large questio~s•••
Washington renwrked and alluded and made her ooint and got away.

p. 667.

p. 420.

1 Henry Jrnies, "Washington," North Americ1m Review, CLXXXII, May 06,
2 H. G. Wells, "The Future in .l'merica," H;aroers Weekly, L, 6 Oct 06,

Every da Life and Ue Amenities in the l'lbite Community, 1678-1901
~roud as ~:ashinrton was of her civic improvements Pnd her charities, it
as tte orderlinesf of daily routii..es Pnd the charm of. her social life that

-

endeared her to her white resident~ and to visitors.

The l~rger the city grew

~d the wider the sweep of govern.~ent activities, the more CCi11plex became social
relationships, but the tensions that ir.arred life in other 1' nerici>n cities were
relaxed in \·.2snington.

Person?l anxieties endured Rt every social level from

that of the underpaid school teacne:r l!nd the ~overnment clerk without a civ:i.l

.,

t

se~vice rating who was harried by "th~ uncertainty of office tenure which makes

.

tr0 young woman of twenty five have the" wrinkles of forty, 111 to that of a Henry

Arla~s obliged tc watch his gifted wife sink into a melancholia that ended in
suicide.

Yet English travelers critical of nost things J\merican were delighted

anrl ,istonished iit Washington• s agreeable serenity.
Comprred with New York or Chicago /yrote the Dean of P.ochestey,
~zshington, although it is full of r:omrootion and energy, is a city of rest
and peace, The inhabitants do not rush om;-ard as thongh they -were late
for th~ train or tho nost, or ~s though the dinner hour haing n?st they
were anxious to aonease an i.r~itahle wife. • • • The e;,r ii> not deafened
by the cl1>nging of bells, thP roll of the cars, and t,he tramping of feetwhich never seem to pause. It was a busy day • • • on which we arrived,
the fiTst d~y of the Meeting of Congress ••• hut though ther~ was a great
r,atliering of Representstivrs, there was no coi:llllotion or din.
~nnther Englishrran spoke of the impression Washj_ngton gave "of comfort, of
• ..., sure, of space to spare, of statelines you hardly expected in America.

It

I

l ClevEland Leader, 3 Apr 81.,.
2 T'e Very Reverend
01 Ame~ica, pp. 309-10.

s.

lleynolds !fol", Dean of Rochester, A Little Tour
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looks

P

sort of oli,ce where nobody has to work for his living, or, at aey rate,

not hard. 113
By mid-20th-century st?ndards, oeople did not work hard, or at least not

un'ler high pressure.

In reassuring her b1·other that her new job in the Dead

Letter branch of the Post Office Department was not excessively onerous, Virginia
~

Grigsby wrote in 1883:
We are :'ixed with every convenience, long oesks, ei>sy revolvinr chairs,
footstools, plenty of servPnts Pnd no specific P~ount of work to be done 0
• • • There are all ladiPs in this roo!'l, ano therefore the•r do as they
choose, J"ost of them hring dressinR si>cquPs i,nd put them on to work in.
Some even take off their corsets, You know }'.E>ma never weE>~s 11ny at horne,
oerhaps she may he able to oo all this in the Land Office.
The "servants," that is government messengers, seldom hurried,

Government offices

closed at four in the afternoon and only colmlon laborers, artisans, clerks in
stores, and donestic servants worked longer. hours.
::t eight or nine, had a cup of coffee,

?

Office workers breakfasted

"dniry lunch" or a sandwich at noon,

Pn~ at four o'clock went home to a hearty dinner or dined in one of Washington's
numerous restaurants.

"The lunch roorns of Washington are a characteristic of the

city," wrote 11Cerp" in the early 18110 1s,
has their like.

"I know of no pli>ce in the world that

They are found in every block and usually keep excellent coffee

Bnd delicious rolls.

•

•

0

There are pl..ces where you get a common cup.

•

0

with three rolls i>nd butter for ten cents. 11 A dairy lunch room opposite the
Treasury much frequented lY,r government clerlj:s served coffee in "pint shaving
nugs"; customers helped themselves to sug1>r from two "holy water basins chained
I

to the wall" Pnd then rel.oxed in the wicker chi,irs ahout the room while they i:ite
the sandwiches they hi,d hroUP,ht with them. 5

3 G. H. Steevens, The Land of the Colli>r, p. 92.

----

4 Ltr, Virginia Grigsby to Hart Grigsby, Jul 83, Gibson-Humphreys msf (SHC).

5 Cleveland

•

Leaoer,

5 Jan

83 •

.

'
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Save in the closing days of a congressionel session, the pace of life
was equi>liy leisurely llt the C;,pitol, "a little city in itself" peopled by "the
busiest, wittiest llnd brainiest men" in the United States,
men took their tiMe over their business and pleasures.

Senators and congress-

In the House of the l88o 1 s

membe-s talked and laughed, feet frequently propped on desks above the ever-present
cuspidors, in an atmosphere as easy as that of a hotel barroom.

Along the

corridor leading from the House to the Senate, :Ehe chief street of the miniature
city,

stood small shops selling ohotograohs, CPndy Pnd newspaoers, a telegraoh

office ticld.ng out messages, and at one end invariebly a crowd of lobbyists,
politici:ms, strangers, deadbeets and bogus pension lawyers. ·6 But the mre t
sld.llful seeker of favors knew that undue haste was self-defeating.

He might

well find his best opportunity during an evening of billiards at one of the
hotels where congressmen played or watched "as though they were Monte Carlo
g1>Mblers. 117 Early in the nineties shops and stands were cleered out of the
Caoitol and greater decorum came to prevail on the floor of the House, but the
heightened sense of propriety did not hasten the tempo at which the directly
elected representatives of the people conducted their affairs.

Senators, as if

to stress their greater importance, made a point of behaving with more punctilio
but, like their lesser associates, they were not driven to hurry their delibera~
tions or their sociabilities. 8
In the last decades of the 19th century

8

few congressmen still lived in

boardinghouses, but representatives who found the c11pit11l too expensive to warr;,nt
6 Ibid., 22 Dec 82; A, Maurice Low, 11W11shington, the City of Leisure,"
Atlantic Monthly, LXXXVI, 759-71.
7 Cleveland Leader, 29 Jun, 23 Nov 83.
8 Th~ Outlook, CVI, 7 Feb lL, op. 317-18.

.

..

l!lo·ving theil· families to Has;1ington generalzy p?tronized hotels and ate at
restaurimts, <'lltho11gh "thirty-five or fifty cents is the least for which one
can get

!'I

passable breakfnst or dinner."

There wi:,s

ll

considerable choice of

places to dine; some of the most far.ious are still favorites--the formal djning
•

roori opening off Peacock falley in the \•;illard Hotel, the Ebbitt House across
from the Willard, Harvey's Fish House, and Hall's near the river front where a
magnificent b~r surmounted by
attractjon,

P

huge paintill(; of a nude Venus added a special

In the 1880 1 s "Carp" informed his Cleveland readers "it would take

the best pPrt of a Congressman 1 F salary

[!5,0CYJ.7

to pay his board and whiskey

bills, if he did not take a high room [a._hove the second storiJ and leave his
fPmily at home.
of the hotels,"

One New York Congressman ~aid
9

ft

r6oo

a week for his rooms at one

decade later the pinch of hard times cut down that kind of

extravagance.
As "private board" at

P

minimum of $5

ia

wePk sPemed high to mof't people,

boardinghouses remained a Washington institution,

ft thP end of the century,

generals' Pnd statesmen's widows ran many of the most select.

Though these did

not necessarily serve the best food, the seating arrangements followed protocol
as carefully as the White House would at a state dinner, Young men and women on
their way up in the world occupied lowlier places than t.he eminent "has-been",
and the bead of the establishmen·t exercised scrupulous judgment about who outranked
whom in between top and bottom. As late as 1904 Louis Brownlow, then a little
known young ne-wsol'lperm?n hut destined to become a District comrlissioner eleven
years later, felt himself privileged to be a~signed to the bottom table at Mrs.
Bocock 1 s boardinghouse on Q street; she accepted him only because he came properly
recommended.

Boardinghouse table mPtes, if frequently boring or slightly pompous,

at least exposed the newcomer in Washington to a conic-sectioned view of the city's
9 ClevPland Leader, 5 Jan, 30 Mov 830

•

+
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inht>bitants ranging .from salesmen to people "in office," the phrase government
clerks used to describe their st2tus. 10
Another Washington ir,sti tution w.-s the public market, patronized by society
matrons as regularly ae by boardinghouse keepers and economy-minded housewiveeo
On market day elegant lad~es descended from carriPges eriven by stove-pipe hatted
"darky" coachmen and, tr:•iled by n retainer car7ing a basket, made the rounds
of the st?lls at the Co.1tre Market to select the fresh fruits and vegetebles,
the eggs and chickens~or the woodcock, wild duck and other special delicacies
of the season,

Ther~ rich people and poor rubbed elbows while chatting w"ith the

vendors and renark:.ng on the weather to acquaintances.
regarded m.?.rke-:.ir.g in person

t>S

The true Washingtonian

much part of well-ordered living as making calls

or serving hot chocolate to morning visito,:s.
For th•i government clerk with a family to raise in Washington, life was
likely to b, less eventful than for the temporary resident.

''We rarely go to

the theat·e or to concerts," regretfully remarked a federal employee with a
wife an l three children to :mpport on his fl6oo annual salc>ry.

t30,

As his rent was

•ood ;ind coal bill f8, the gas bill &1.,0, milk t2.30, groceries t15,

ner) shable s bought at the market ~25 iind the servant's wages !\R a month, there
1;·. ::

little left over for entertaining guests or for exnensive runusements,

Thousands

of families were in a comnarahle or worse position, since f-16o<l was a handsome
sala:.7 even in 19()() end pli>ced a man well up in the ranks of government serviceo
The MPn who earned t2000 expected and was expected to give occasional formal

3.36-1.io.

lO Ibid., 3 Apr, 30 Nov 83; Louis Bro~mlow,

-

t

Passion for Politics, PP•

11 Mary S, Logan, Thirty Years in Washington, p. 525; Joseph W, Moore,

Picturesqu~ ~·ashington, p. 259.

. ..
6()9

dinner oarties complete with soup, fish, g:>me; ro2st, s2vory 2nd appropriate
wini,s with each course.

Government pay rates rem11ined at the levels set in the

1870'~, but any hardshio caused by a rise in the cost of living was mitigated
by the fact that everyone knew exactly what his neighbor earned and therefore
what the proprieties demanded of him. 12
Regardless of income, 11 good many people spent some money on outdoor
diversion.

fthletics and organized sports took on new importance as suburbs

ate into the open country and cut off city~dwellers from the fields and streams
that had once made hunting, fishing and picnicking universal pastimes.

Bicycling

en Washington's smooth asphalt pavements had an early and long- lasting vogue,
:>mong women as well as men.

Bella Lockwood, the first woman lawyer to be admitted

to practice before the ~upreme Court and the only wom11n ev~r to he a party nominee
for President, created a mild sensation in the early 1880's when, with an unconcerned showing of her hright red stockings, she pedalled down Permsylvania
avenue at ten miles an hour.

More conservative ladies arrayed in elaborate

cycling costumes soon took up the sport.

In the nineties when smaller circum--

ferenced wheels replaced the high front-wheeled models, a male dare-devil made
sTJOrting history by riding down the lone flight of stone steps from the Capitol
to the !•:;ill. While boating on the "silvery Potomac" lost none of its appeal,
the Columbia Boat Club turned itself into the Athletic Club in 1887 and, in
addition to its boathouse in Georgetown, opened tennis courts, a running track
and a lacrosse field on Analostan island. Young ladies, again in specially
designed costume, occasionally olayed tennis or tried their hands at archery, and
12 Star, 4 Dec 84; .!!_.~. Register, 1886, 1900; Day Book of Carrie Angell
Collier, ms in 'OO~session of the author. See also Brownlow,!. "assion for
Politics, p. 340.
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old and young of both e~xes joined in playing croquet. After the commissioners
opened a public bathing beach in 1891, swimming in the rive- drew thousands of
people every summer.

Golf, neces~~ily a sport confined to the well-to-do,

became fa~hionable when links opened ot the country club in the lPte eighties.
Amateur football, however, awakened nore general enthusiasm.
•

Interest in pro-

fessional sports divided almost equally between prize fights and baseball until
the National League cut its teams to eight, P.nd the E'enators, which for years
had ended the season at the bott<.m of the League, dropped out of sight. 13
Fortunately some forms o'' entertainment cost little or nothing.

Custom

had not staled Washingtonians 1 ,leasure in Saturday afternoon gatherings in the
White House groonds:
Then the lawn if filled ,ith a well-dressed crowd as cosmopolitan as you
will find anywhere and the hig Y.arine Band, one of the best in the world,
clad in their flaming suitf of red and gold, give forth the finest music•••
Among the crowd you will find the best dressed and finest looking Negroes in
the world; you may bump against a treasury clerk or a cabinet officer, and
you may discuss the toilet ;f Frau Van Nirgends, the chief lady of a foreign
legation, or of pretty litt le peaccy Mise Smith whose father is a messenger
in the Treas'!,ry, and then t.1e nature, the flowers, the trees and the long
stretch of beautiful scenery away on the Potomac beyond the bigiJ111ite
monument, make a combinatior of which any country may be proud.

0

National cele hrations, mar eover, periodically swept citizens into "the great
stream of current political PJ'ld fovernmental events which makes Washington the
news center of this continent."

)ne of the most memorllble was the dedication

of the Washington Monument on '•'ebruary 21, 1P85, a day for which old inhabit1mts
had waited thirty-six years. While children skpted on Babcock pond to the north
of the t:Onument, shiverin,:: adults <:heered Senator John Sherm.in I s opening announcement

13 Star, 30 I-by 79, 18 }lay 80, 1, 26 Jan 89, 1 Jan 94, l Jan 98, 2 Jan 99,
1 Jan OJ., "Rambler,'' 27 Mar 21; Cleveland Leader, 11 Apr, 5 Sep 84; Comrs Rpt,
1899, p. 10, Se~ ?}30, 1901, p. 494, Ser 4118. See also Mrs. John Logan, Thirty
Years in WashinP,:,:?.£, Po

14 Cleve]and Leader, 30 E'eo 83.

•
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that men might keep their hats on during the formal exercises.

The bitter cold

weather shortened the cerenony snd reduced the prayer of the rector of Christ
Church to a mere ten minutes, hut that night the fireworks rerlected by the snow
coverj_ng the city m11de

P

m:ognificent spectscle. 15

Every fourth year increasingly

elaborate presidential inaugurations created a holiday mood in the city.

For

President Garfield 1 s inaugural parade grand st~nds for the first time lined the

,

!venue and the newly finished National MuseUJll, ,,cene of the inaugural ball,
resembled "a crystal palace," its rotunda and dom,, sparkling with "the whiteness
of electric lights" while the rest of the building ·,:lowed with "the yellowness
of the thousands of gas burners. 11

In brillirnt sunsl .\.ne on March li, 1885 ne;irly

100,000 people watched Grover ClevelPnd take the 011th ,,f of"ice ss the first
Democratic President since James Buchanan.

Hen climbed -.o the roof of the

Caoitol :>nd into the l?p of Horatio Greenough I s st?tue of i-,\ shington, and after••
ward, as a 25,0()()-r.an pi,rade marched up the Avenue, "even the fisgs and streamers
seemed to he affected by the general contagion which filled the .:-ir. 1116 Still
larger crowds welcomed the next two Republican Presidents.

A dowi~our of cold

rain obliged President Harrison to stand under a dripoing umbrella

t~

he gave

his address, but President McKinley in 1897 had the "Cleveland weathe1" which a
sno,r storm hac denied the Democrat st his second inaugurai.

17

Washingtonians on their own staged several impressive celebrations. In
October 1887 the city arranged an elaborate welcome for Alexander Shepherd w.•fm
he returned on a visit.

15 Ibid.,

4

The de~onstration had curious over-tones, for of the

Dec 82; Post, 22 Feb 85.

16 Star, 28 Jo'eh,

5 Mar Rl, 4 l•'.sr 85; Clevelt>nd Leeder, L Mar 85.

17 Post, 9 Oct 89,

4 Mer

97.

'

.
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hundreds of people who contributed to it, m.my had been sharply critical of the
Bos is only fifteen years before.

But it was good advertising for "the city which

he olucked from the mire and set as a jewel in the sight of men, 1118 and most of
his former enemies, their anger quenched by the prosperity of the irranediate past,
now accepted Shepherd as a symbol of "the new Washington. 1119 Three stations of
fire works on Pennsylvania avenue provided brilliant illumination for an hour- long
evening parade.

The entire District militia turned out to march.

In the wake

of "mounted marshals with white sashes charging about" came some five hundred
muddy- booted, overslled workingmen representing the street department.

Two

hundred men on bicycles rigged with wire frames on which hung lighted Chi nese
l anterns formed another section of the procession.

Every section carried "trans~

parencies" with inscriptions such as ''PopuJ.ation 1871, 80,000; 1887, 250,000 1 11 or
"Washington suggested; Congress sanctioned; f:hepherd made it. 1120 The city held
another home-coming celebration at the end of the Spanish- Pmerican war when the
regiment of the District militia returned from Cuha.

Flags and bunting draped

from "windows, doors, anci sashes and even chimney tops" set the scene for a
"reception that surpassed anything of a similar character ever before known in
the history of the District of Columbia. 1121
Two years later the city outdid b$.rself in honor of her centennial.
Carefully planned in advance to be solemn rather than boisterous, the celebration
combined customary features with innovations.

I n the parade from the White House

18 Star, 7 Oct 87.
l9 ~entinel, 8 Oct 87, 25 Feb 88; Star, 10, 22 Sep 87.
20 Star, 7 Oct 87.
21 Bee, 15 Oct 98; Star, 2 Jan 99.
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to the Capitol the governor of Rhode Island and his staff rode in automobiles
instead of driving in open carriages behind stove-pipe-hatted coachmen. Following the formal procession came "a number of real centennial-looking vehicles,
manned by the inevitable darky, with 1Express for Hire' scrawled in white chalk
over the sides of the forlorn wagons, and in them the WePry found repose for
1

6nly 10 cents, l11dy." Some ,i.,w--de-gre?t cent--'ry"-pertiae fo I l(f celrtir.'-'' At

the Capitol, the "}venue entrance to the /jiousi} g:,llery wi,s lighted by a suspended device, hearing the words, 'Capit:>l Celebrption, 1900, 1 in blazing
inc:>ndescent lamns.

Beneath this was a mammoth Jmerican flag in colored lights,

which was made by a mechanical device to pale and brighten, to give the flag the
appearance of waving." 22 The celebration played up the theme of miraculous
change:

a city, for years a grubby village unworthy of the United States, now

the embodiment of national greatness, a plece of absorbing inte~est to every
American •
.0Micial society 6ver the years!],ar.a,.:lcr li&pt ~ s t s b l i s h e d regime
~

.

ex,,ep( -insofar 11s -the lengthening ro.s tef of government officialdom gradually
tA.A\

, , ,lJ,

forced -a paring of invi~iori lists

)ey a stricter observance~ the canops of

.R.., -~-· l.4-~
t
A,/-- •• ,_,,,, ...... ,-1..J """"
~.. I,,,. ,L I.(..> .....
rank. /~In the e arly 1880's. a good-,nat'tiredly derisive lnit1:o!1,t?f high-SO'C'f8ty
.
"'-"-" .. J......,.. d . J
""_.....,..
,,

4,,.

di-vt"ded itl.nto three, first the official class, the

esident and executive

ct. t..,-...
"':::'~

officers, the Army, NPvy and Congress, "second th!' qu11si-of_fir.j aJ _c_J,D ,;:," and~t be
diplomatic corps, and "third; the officiPl clPss 1ncludi' 1fesidents of Washingt~
ci..

strangers end visitors."

)

_,,..,. ., __

,!.

J.rry well-mi,nnered white person, in short, who meticu- \ ; ~

lously followed the "cast i ron" rules about making calls could be a part

or

hover on the fringes of Society. 23 How far he and hilf'"'llife got beyond the
22 Post, 11 12, 13 Dec oo.
1
23 Star, 13 Jan, 15 Dec 79, 12, 18 Nov 81, 16, 25 Feb, 15 Mar, 14 Nov 82,
26 Jan 89; \:loveland Leader,~ Sep 84.

"?,
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circumference was only partly a matter of rank.

Some l eisur e- and money for

clot.hes.. ;1nd servants were necessary adjunct-s, b11t \walth was not essential.
When Senator H, A.

w.

Tabor, the Vermont stonecutter who late in life struck it

rich in Colorado silver mining, cast off a first wife and in a sumptuous wedding
1>t t he WillPrd Hotel married a glamorous-looking little blonde, neither his

1/'"U.,.,..,. )

senatorial r ~hlc, his ostentatious spending ,nor President }~thur's presence at
I

the ceremony enabled the new groom and his bride to cut a swathe in WashingtonJ
._,._

l

;

l>,,w,,, /

I

I

ha4,.bii.D,el'ffl- in-1;he Senat~ted--longer he-perhaps might have made progress.
Distinguished family connections helped open doors, but distinction tended to
I
rest less upon ancient lineage than upon "poat..Civil
lJap achievement. And whereas

~ffker--took p r ~ oveP--his cltief clerk,

.4 politicifln s
1

social

status, particularly after the Civil Service act and repeal of the last sections
of the Tenure of Office act had cut in upon his patronage, might depend almost
as much on his wife's social skills as upon his own plece in the governmental
hierarchy.

"Society women" remarked the acidulous Emily Briggs, "have politi-

cians for husbands, but not all politicians have society wives. 1124
If the character of politicians did not change, at least observant Wives
learned that a display of wealth was a poor substitute for rank, and rank without
suave manners might be a bruised reed upon which to lean.

Non-alcoholic state

dinners did not endure after Mrs. Hayes left the White House, but the days when
eighteen to twenty toasts were the normal accompaniment of formal dinners did
not return, and the 'quiet tastes of succeeding first ladies, ltithout lsying down
fixed rules of behavior, helped to olace emphasis upon elegance rather than

2u Star, 31 Dec 64, 16 M1>r 65, 11 J'-ec 66; Sentinel, 6 Mar 86, 29 Dec 66;
Olivia Letters, P• 413.

<
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lavishness in official entertaining.

The rich outsider intent on becoming an

insider in Washington discovered the uses not only of the Elite~ and the

!!•2•

Register hut also of Mrs. Dahlr,ren's Etiquette

2f

Social Life!!'.! Washington.

Madeleine Vinton Il3hlgren, daughter of a noted congressman, widow of a distinguished
admiral and from the early 1880 1 s till her death in 1898 a self-appointed doyenne
of Washington society, doubtlesE saved many a parvenu from unforgivable blunders.
"No dinner," she warned, "however superb in prandial show, can be agreeable if
the convives are dullards. , • •

No sordid computation of dollars can buy or

measure the Promethean light of conversational effect.

The 1glad circle' then,

must have this highest requ1site.n 25 If such advice was needless for proper
Bostonians or Philadelphians, they too might welcome reminders of how to address
a Russian count or her Britannic Majesty's minister to the United States.
For inevitably the diplomatic corps shed a brilliance that lured to
Washington not only the socially ambitious nouveaux riches but also the most
securely established families of America ' s upper class.

By

the standards of

St. Petersburg or Vienna or London or Berlin or even the Paris of the Third
Republic, official fanfare was slight in Washington.

In the 1870 1 s the newly

appointed young Danish minister had felt disconcerted at his reception when,
arrayed in his ~csrlet dress uniform and covered with decorations, he had presented
his credentials at the White House.

2

Instead of the battery of gold-encrusted

5 ~ . l Jan 79, 12 Oct 89, 2, 3, 4 Mar 91; Star, 9 Mar 82, 31 Dec 84,
11 Dec 86, 2 Jan 99; Marian Gouverneur,~.! Remember, pp. 371; Mrs. John
Logan, ed., Thirty Years!!'.! Washington, pp. 519
; Mr~. Joseph Foraker,.! Woulil
Live It Jlgain, pp. 186-87; Low, "Washington the City of Leisure," Atlantic Monthly,
LXXXVI, 773-74; Madeleine Vinton Dahlgren, Etiquette of Social Life!!'.! Washington,
5th ed., 1881, p. 5o. :'>ee also Rudolph Keim, Society H!_ Washington, lli Notable
Men, Accomplished Women, Established Customs~ Notable Events, 1887.

,

chamberlains he had expected to have usher him in, a Negro by the door hastily
donned a coat and, with an encouraging wave of the hand, said:
along in, sir.

"Come right

I'll let them know you're here, sir." Pfter a considerable

interval the President and the Secretary of State appeared,

"Mr, Grant was

dressed in a gray walking suit and wore a colored tie; and Mr, Hamilton Fi~h
had evidently just come in from a walk, as his turned-up trousers signified."
The formalities exchanged, "Mr, Fish at parting casually observed that the
weather was fine."

Yet once the young baron had recovered from the shock, he

enjoyed his Washington sojourn,

Scarcel,y greater formality reigned twenty years

later, and foreign dignitaries, so far from taking offense at the thinness of
ceremoni a,
1 usua lly f ound 1· t re freshing. 26
Yet subtle changes occurred before 1901.
The opening nineties firote the wife of fem,tor Foraker of Ohii} saw
the old regime, Anglo-Saxon, conservative, making its last stand at the
White House. The Harriaons gathered around them a five best-families
group; women who could give all their time to social perfections undistracted by suffrage, divorce, interior decoration or othe~ extraneities ••
• • We still exchanged recipes, had not yet begun to discuss diet,
except as a delight, changed our dresses exhaustingl,y-often during the
day, and were~ altogether, as conventional as a sideboard, It was a
nice period.2,
The first signs of mange came in 1894 when Great Britain and France acknowledged
the growing importance of the United States in world affairs by elevating their
legations in Washington to the rank of embassies.

In 1897 Italy followed that

example, and at the end of the Spanish-American war the emergence of the United
States as a prospective colonial power hastened the process which gradually

26 Lillie de Hegerrn~nn-Lindencrone, The~ ~ide of D:i.olomatic Life,
np. 5-6; Logan, Thirty Years in Washington,
>19;"~uiiime"re," ed. The Cabinet
Diary of William!!• Wilson, pp. 9-10, 198.

o.

27 Foraker,.!. Would Live It Again, p. 185.

,
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turned Washington into one of the most sophisticated as well as one of the most
agreeable capi tals in the world.

Senators, conscious of the new prestige

attaching to the men who ratif ied or rejected international treaties, abandoned
the bnoad-brinmed f elts and string ties of yester-year and adopted high silk
hats and frock coats as standard day-time attire.
•

Foreign diplomats came to

look upon a tour of duty in Washington as only less desirable than assignment
to one of the five or six great courts of Europe, while we11lthy Pmericans wanted
as never before a taste of Washington's delights. Not every debutante could
marry a Lord Curzon as had Levi Leiter's daughter, and the growing dearth of
bachelors in Washington all but put an end to holding balls; but riding, drinking
tea and dining with titled foreigners was part of the social round and added to
its dazzle.

New York's Four Hundred could rarely produce more eligible lards in

a season than could Washington hostesses. Moreover, as improved printing techniques enabled magazines to publish photographs of silk- hatted big-wigs and

'

every-day scenes in Washington, popular interest in the life of the capital
heightenPdo I t took on simultaneously a visible reality and a new romantic
aura that encompasfed not only political personRges but everyone privileged to
28
live in the ci ty.

ta ·

Ji~s..unf.amilier ,nth Washington were prone to be curious about. the

r~

ij'~P' between "re~ident" ancLQ!ficial society; t hose whose memory reached

~ 'fi'

{v

~

~
14

James' story Pandora, though in actuality a character based on Henry Adams, doubtless
• - d to mduo in 188L • pnrt,.,.1 of the Washington bl~ bl~d Won hs

°:: ~o,.W
Vji.

4<-...._

~

~ iWar
l deys were likely to 1'\.~ ~l?J:rtl thst"'self-st;rled local
. , • .1 :_ •• _
A ~ • . '~ ,,,~. ' lo /1,,.,J. r . V l V .i~ ~
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~

, 11{ ~

•

._,,t,

28 Ibid., PP• 187- 200; Mrs. William Howard Taft, Recollections of Full Years,
P• 27; Louis A. Coolidge, "On the Streets of the National Capital," Cosmopolitan,
XXVIII, Feb 00, pp. 365..76.
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•

to his wife that for once they ignore the social niceties in preparing their
guest list; "Hang it ••• let us hcive some fun--let us invite the Pretrl.dent. 1129
Certainly, old Washington families had had litlli social intercourse with the
politicians who took over in the capit~uring the war ~nd th~ povt-war era of
bitter p~isanship and vulgarity.

~
; ~1',...~~A',4}._
But eveR then t"he line separating families !
~eti.b

•

0

~ ,Qjc.,$, aJlJv.;vO't._1,:t~

firmly rooted in the community from the temporary office holders had not been
J.;.,_;-'->< ~
~
drawn sharply and in J.be course of the next fi fte&R~~o bwen~ years it faded out
almost entirely.JO In 1881 Mrs. Dahlgren told her readers that "in real solidity
of social importance, the resident society must ••• be classed as of the very
elite."

She added, "the old families of Washington have an interest for us which

none other in the land may claim, for their social life has gone hand in hand
with that of the nstion. 1131 But how old was old?

By the end of the century

uncertainty blurred the distinction. Third-generation families who from the
first had had money enough and the cultivation to move in upper class circles
were extremely few and, in striking contrast to cities like Philadelphia and
Boston, Wasrington and Georgetown together could muster scarcely eighty wellestablished second-generation fanilies.

The prominent Washingtonian of the

1890 1 s was as likely to be a native of a northern state as of the District of
-4,l'lOO

Columbia.

Although_,four out of' every five native Zmerican whites in the District

were born below the Mason-Dixon line, in the upper social brackets Southern
background had ceased to weigh heavily.

(See Table III).

29 Henry James, "Pandora," in Stories Revived, I, 105; F.E. Mathiessen, ed.,
Henry James' Notebook,

30

Maurice Low, "Washington the City of Leisure," Atlantic Monthly,
LXXXVI, 777 •
f.

3l Dahlgren, Etiquette ••• in°!!•, pp. 33, 49. The figures of "old families"
are bas~d on a 20 percent sampling of the Washington Social Register of 1900
checked against the City Directory of' 1846.

•
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When the first Washington Social Register appeared in 1900 it contained
the names of about 2100 families.

Some 820 were those of Army and Navy officers,

high- ranking departmental officials, members of Congress, foreign diplomats and
Pmericans listed in one of the five other Social Registers who chose to transfer
to l-:ashington for the season.
•

Among the twelve-hundred-odd others named a number

were "tenroorary-permanent" residents--Henry Adams, for example, and the diplomat
John

w.

Foster, Secretary of State under Benjamin Harrison and grandfather of a

later Secretary of State-~ad lived in the city at intervals for twenty to
thjrty years without identifying themselves as Washingtonians. Over four
hundred of the fixed residents listed were widows or single women.

Of all the

permanent residents included perhaps two-thirds had been relatively new to the
capital when Mrs. Dahlgren wrote of "the very elite." Yet the O!!lissions from
the ~egister of 1900 illustrate as well as the inclusions the uncertainty and
flexibility of social status in Washington.

The cultivated Ohi0=born John Joy

Edson, a Washingtonian from his Civil-War school days omrnrd, head of a dozen
civic enterprises and president of the Board of' Trade in 1900, was left out,
whereas Brain;ird Warner, whose career in the capital was no longer or more
notable and whose bank account was probably little larger than &lson's,was
admitted.

Since the publication of the New York Social Register in 188h and of

later counterparts for Philadelphia, Boston, Baltinore and Chicago, socially
ambitious Pmericans had come to look upon a Social Register listing as a key to
the nearly gates on earth; family position, fortified by money but untouched by
scandalous notoriety, was at least theoretically a prerequisite. But inasmuch as
expediency necessitated naming all high-ranking officials in the capital, includ ,
ing every senator irrespective of his forebears, the rules of selection in
Washington lost some of their normal rigidity.

The hope, however illusory, of
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exploiting that flexibility to squeak through the sacred portals drew to
Washington people who knew they could not successfully storm the doors elsewhere.

32

Newcomers tended to think Washington and Georgetown one and the same, as
officially the two indeed were after 1895.
•

But old Georgetowners, while sharing

many of Washington's pleasures, felt themselves differentiated from their
neighbors by a longer history and closer family ties.

The sense of dignified

an-l:,iquity which prevailed in Georgeto,m beyond the debris-strewn banks of Rock
Creek was fortunately not a divisive factor in the larger community; residents
of the cjty on one. side of the creek admired the 18th-century houses of those on
the far side without resenting their air of detached superiority. 33 If Georgetowners preferred Sunday afternoon visiting with each other to mingling with
the elegant throng which promenaded along Connecticut avenue to the accompaniment
of

a

do~en different languages, Washizt:tonians took no less satisfaction in the

cosmopolitan atmosphere of the CS?ital.
If few people considered Washington a center of creative art, fewer still
found h&r barren of opportunity.

Certainly nowhere else in the United States

coUJ.d sculpture be seen in such profusion--at the Capitol in the Hall of Statuary,
in the Senate chember adorned after 1886 .,Tith a growing array of busts of former
Vice Presidents, in the Corcoran Gallery of Art, and in L'Enfant' s spacious
circles and squares where, emplaced on imposing pedestals, equestrian bronze or
stone generals and marble statPsmen looked out over the city.
who when an inexperienced school girl had modelled from life

Vickie Rel'll!l HoXie,
a

head of President

32 So~ Register, 1900. See also Hariett? Minnigerode .l'ndre11s,
Studio Window, PP• 101-02.

!'.!l

33 See Teunis i::. Hamlin, "Historic Houses of Washington," Scribner's
?-!!gazine, XIV, lfo. 3 (Sep 93), p. h75.
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Lincoln, was the only Washington sculptor whose work received recognition; her
statue of Acbniral Farragut stands in Farragut square.

Most of the sculpture

unveiled in the last decades of the century fell short of great art, but very
little of it was patently inept and none of it was so lu~usly bad as Horatio
GTeenough 1 s togo-clad t wenty-ton Washington which by the late eighties public
a..,..,t,.~k...J.
ridicule had consigned to limbo in the basement of the Smithsonian, 'When Henry

"

Adams ' memorial to his wife was unveiled in Rock Creek cemetery in 1891, the
beauty of St. Gaudens ' simple t ranquil figure, which Adams called "The Peace of
God, " led connoisseurs to declare it the finest sculpture in America.

At the

Cordoran Gallery of Art both the paintings and the sculpture attracted visitors,
if only because exhibits open free to the general public were still a rarity
in America,

Some 90,000 people frequented the gallery in 1880 alone. William

Wetmore story, the American expatriate who executed the John Marshall statue
on the west terrace of the Capitol and supposedly was Hawthorne's original for
the sculptor in The Marble Fawn, when lecturing in Washington in the mid-

-

--

eighties remarked upon the rapid improvement in Americans' aesthetic taste.

Had

he lived till the end of the century, he might have shared the astonisbment of
the Corcoran trustees at the results of an experiment in opening the gallery
on Sunday:

a long queue of "wage-earners" formed at the entrance long before

the doors opened, and few left before the closing bell sounded.

Among the

paintings "Charlotte Corday" commanded most attention; of the sculpture, Hiram
Powers' "GTeek Slave. "34
Meanwhile the enthusiasm of the amateurs who nocked to the gallery to
copy its pictures and to benefit from the free tutelage of Eliphalet Andrews

34 Charles Fairman, Art and Artists of the National Capitol, pp. 251 ff;
Star, 8 Jan 79; Cleveland Leader,23 Jan 84;Post, l Mar 97 .

'
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led the trustees in 1883 to offer a gold medal for the best piece of work
and, four years later) to pay Andrews a small salary to conduct classes such
as he had taught as a volunteer for nearly a decade .
Art came fonnally into bei ng in 1888>for upon

w. w.

The Corcoran School of
Corcoran ' s death in

Februaxy a memorandum cane to light anong his papers setting aside $100,000
for an art school to l:e attached to the gallery.

Plans for a new building

on 17th street therefore included spacious studios for classes.

When the

new white marble gallery opened in 1897, Andrews was able to persuade the
artists who had been teaching paying students at the Art League to join him
'

and his assistant at the Corcar an.

By the end of the century the consolida-

tion had secured the city an art school that would in time rank with those in
New York, Boston and Chic~o. 34a
Architects and l aymen joined in admiring the classical lines of the
new Corcoran Gallery although a segment of the local public preferred the
ornate Renaissance style of the newly finished Library of Congress and in
domestic architecture the heavy solidity of the Romanesque exemplified in t he
hoU11es H. H. Richardson built on Lafayette square for Henry Adams and John Hay.
Formal schools of architecture had not yet appeared in the United States.
Young men learned the prof ession by serving virtual apprenticeships in the
offices of established firms, just aa a generation earlier young men retd law
in the offices of older aa preparation for the bar examinations.

For the

aspiring young architect the public buildings of the capital served as a kind

34a Olmsted, "The Corcoran School of Art," ms in possession of
Corcoran Gallery.
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of case book.

If, like General Sheri.dan>who regretfully noted that the red

brick mass of the Pension Office was fire-proof 1 others found much to object
to in Washington' s public architecture, her awful examples as well as her
fine doubtless served a aseful purpose.
In music Washington lagged behind other big American cities.

A week

or at most a fortnight of opera presented by companies on tour was her quota
for the season, and o ccassionally a well-known instrumental soloist gave a
concert, but professional performances were few, and brass bands, church
choirs and choral societies still provided most of the music.

Composers,

like performing artists, found little encouragement in a city that lacked a
public, awwc k ,xmcert hall.

That handicap was surmounted only by the organist

and later the pastor of the Congregat ional church who a,mposed a number of
bj31ms and by John Philip Sousa, leader of the Maeine Band.

Sousa won local

fame as a popular composer in 1890 when he conducted the first performance of
his Washington Peet March for a gathering of the Washington Amateur Authors •
Association on the Smithsonian grounds.

Later played at the Chicago World's Fair

and at European crurts, the gay March came to be known the world over, but 1
unhappily for Sousa, before then he had sold the score for $35 to a Philadelphia
publisher and, unhappily for Washington, he left the Marines in 1892 to start his
own band in New York. 35 Gifted amateurs could only partly fill the gap created
by the absence of professional talent.

The Georgetown Amateur Orchestra, starting

in 1882 with thirty-one instruments, worked up to a hundred before 1901, and several
churches, notably the Asbury and St. Luke's Negro churches and the Congregational
church, had exceptionally well- trained choirs.

For a number of years the German

Saengerbund gave an annual Lieder concert, and, until the death of the gifted

35 John Philip Sousa, Marching Alo~, pp. 115- 17; Washington Post History,
pp. 339•110; Post and Times Herald, 3 Jul 8.
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"Harry" Sherman in 1896, the Wash~ton Choral f'ociety under his direction sang
oratorios, including on one occasion the Elijsh without an orchestra.

Beginning

in 18R6 a group of women with some leisure and a serious interest in music formed
the Friday Morning Music Club! meetine at each others' houses to study and give
private concerts.

By the end of the century, the Club hsd begun to achieve

prof essional stature,but only members and guests could hear the concerts.

In

1897 some twenty Negro women organized the Treble Cl!ef Club along similar lines
and attained equal competence.

In an era when recordings and Edison phonogranhs

were still en expensive innovation most people had little ch~nce to discover
that listening engendered a taste for music.

The city as a whole remained

luke- warm to the art.36
Literature and writing, however, occupied
life.

1m

important place in H11shington I s

The newspapers made muc.~ of the city's literary lights, perhaps partly

because some of them were journalists who turned out an occasional novel or play
in addition to their regular columns.

Since the ftssociated Press and United Press

services had not yet replaced correspondents for dozens of independent newspapers.
numbers as well as telent kept reporters much in the public view.

In 1889,

having offended the ftdministration and thus somewhat weakened their own position9
the leaders of the fraternity organized the Gridiron Club dedi cated to giving
an annual dinner which only members, all newspaper men, and three or four
specially inv:i.ted politically powerful guests might attend; yearly thereafter an
anonymous skit lits authorship carefully corx:ealed, neatly and good-naturedly

36 Fr11nk Metcalf, "History of Sacred r,:usic in the District of Columbia, 11
CHS,~• XXVII, l75-202; Star, 15 Dec 79, 12 Ppr 82; Cleveland Leader, 2 Mey
84; Post, 3 Nov 89, b Mer 97; Hagermann-Lindencrone, Sunny Side£!: D:l.plomcitic
Life, o. 18; !.. Brief Hi~tory o f ~ Friday Morning Music Club £f Washington,
D.c. , (Music Div., 1.i;); programs and notices filed under heading "Washington"
inffaaic Div, 1.c.
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roasted the guest of honor, Pnd the pledge of secrecy about what went on was
su.t;ficiently well-keot to enable the victim to laugh with his tormentors.
Public uncertainty about who wrote the lines and what punches they had delivered
served to endow Pll correspondents with a reputation for Rabelesian wit 37
0

While congressmen and retired generals penned memoirs and treatises on
politics and the Civil War, a flood of verses, essays, short stories and sketches
of life in the capital poured out of Washiz€ton into the pages of popular magazines. Most of it left little permanent M~k.

2f.

~

Even Joaqui~ Miller, whose Songs

1'tierrae and tales of the wild West seemed to ensure him lasting fame1

might have dropped out of memory had his log cabin on Meridian Hill not survived
as a physical landmark long after he had depPrtedo With a host of writers ready
to participate1 "literary evenings" became part of the social routine.

The

Shakespeare Club, the Circle des Precieuses Ridicules, the Unity Club and a dozen
others held readi~s and listened to endless lectureso 38 The Boston- born wife
of the Danish minister to the United States in the lPte seventies hPd described
a meeting of the WPshington Literriry Society where 11 les ,1us des ~lus" discussed
the evening's tonic! "The MetPmorphisis of Negative Matter." While Mrs.
Dahlgren "who

E!S

president, sat in a comfortable chpir with arms 'to it" called

for ~orr.ments, Mme. Lillie Hegermann-Lindencrone, impaled upon a hard cane-bottomed
chair, thought agonizedly of the consequences for her blue velvet gown and
"wondered if negative matter would oomprise that." She felt the evening only
37 Theron c. Crawfo:r, "The Special Co:rrespondents at Washington,"
CosmopolitRn, XII, Feb 92, pp. 351-60; Richard V, Oulah1>n, "Literary Bookland,
the Gridiron Club of Washington," The Bookman, XXIII, Ap:r 06, pp. 146- 52.
38 Star, 8 JPn, 30 Jun 81, 6 Feb, 12 Ppr, 1 Nov 82, 9 Jan, 27 Feb 83;
20 Jan, 25 Nov 84; ~ , h Nov 89. See especially the list of "lite:rary wo:rks
in p:rogre:;;s, 11 ClevelPno. Leader, 3 Mar 84.
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psrtly redeemed by the introduction of positive matter in the form of scalloped
oysters snd chicken salad.

But in lRRo when General James A, Garfield supplanted

Mrs. Dahlgren as president of the society, the "enchPnted circle of the Brain
Club" encompassed less pretentiousness and the literary exercises became livelier, 39
By no mesns all of Washington's literary figures were dilettantes or
their writingsof ephemeral interest. Government scientists turned out enormously
valuable studies, some of which,like Clarence King's Geoloeicsl Exploration 2f
the Fortieth Parallel and John Wesley Powell's

J;e;_&S'd

~~!Valley are still clesfics in their field,

T

,2f the Colorado

In 1883 Lester Frank Ward

published his epoch-msking Dynamic ~ocioloQ')l!IUch of it written at his desk at
the Geological Survey; the work of a distinguished,albeit still relatively obscure~
paleobotanist and paleobiologist1 Ward's presentation of the case for a planned
society and his insi stence that "ideas rule the world of men" struck with telling
force,

40

In the 1890 1 s his Psychic Factors in Civilization and the Outline of

Socio~ further developed his socisl ohilosophy.
f{~

~

Simon Newcomb, head of the

L

N~vai Obse~ , produced not only lucid expositions of complex scientific
problems but two books on political economy and, for good measure, a romance,
Historians, following in the wake of George Bancroft, made wide use of the
archival materials in the Library of Congress, over which the bibliophile,
author and scholar, Ainsworth Spofford presided.

During the 1880 1 s , Bancroft

himself, then an octogenarian, wrote the HistQ!:;[ of the Formation of the Constitution o f ~ United $tstes and, for rel:ixation1 tended the "American Beauty"

39 Lillie HegermPnn-Linclencrone, The Sm Side of Diplomstic Life, PP•
16- 18; Helen Nicolay, Sixty Years of thP Washington Literary Society, p:issim.

4o A• . Hunter Dupree, Science in the Federal Government: ~ History of
Policies and Activities to 19hO, p. 205; Ralph H. Gabriel, The Course of
American Iieriiocratic Thought, p. 207.
-
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rosebushes he had bred in his rarden on H street.

From Henry Jldams' study at

16o3 H street Cl'l!le in 1881 the Pnonymously published novel Democrecy, a
satirical commentary on Washington society, Pnd in 1890 his history of Jefferson's
and Madison's administrations.

Next door his intimate friend John Hay took

time out from his collaboration with John Nicolay to write the Breadwinners,
a novel attacking organized labor as he had seen it in Cleveland durinS the
railroad strike of 1877.

Jlfter the apoearance in 1890 of Nicolay' s and Hay's

rnonumentPl ten-volume Abrahan Lincoln:~ History, Hey confined his writing to
letters and a few pieces of verse, and, while Jldams wandered over the South Seas
and Europe, the houses on H street ceased to be? source of distinguished
literature.
The number of literary women in Washington frequently astonished vis&tors.
"One of the lions of the c11oit11l" was the petite Puburn--haired Frances Ho<lgson
Burnett who in creating Little~ Fauntleroi imposed bl11ck velvet Jmee breeches
and lace collars upon a whole generation of rebellious small boys.

James

o.

Bl?jne's sister-in-law, the short, stout, rather homely Jlbigail Dodge, still
using the pen name Gail Hmiilton, in the 1880's w2s still turning out widely
read columns on politics and politicians.

The sketches and stories of Mary

Clemmer Ames, best lmown today for her book, Ten Years

~

Washington, Emily

Briggs' Olivia Letters, Kate Field's witty pieces appearing under the title
"Kate Field's Wl!shington" and the writings of half a dozen other newspaperwomen
in turn commanded respect.

Forty years of turning out saccharine tales had

shrunk Mrs. Emma D. E. N. Southworth's literary standing but in the nineties
the works of newer women novelists in Washington had not yet obliterated the
lit·~le Georgetown widow's work from memory. Her little frame cottage on the
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bluff looking out over the Potomac remained a point of interest to aspiring
younger writers.

Several of the younger authors drew on their o~m inti.mate

knowledge of Washington society for background.

If Grace Denio Litchf'ield's

poems and the plays and stories of Jennie Gould Lincoln, wife of an eminent
Washington physician, sold the better for being the products of society matrons,
they merely shared the benefits Mrs. Dahlgren enjoyed in writing novels which
spoke of high society with authority if not much originelity.

For the communi·l;y

at large the quality of what Washington women wrote was perhaps less important
than the recognition the rest of the country accorded them as authors. 41
Feminis·~s, pointing l!lll:.t: to the successful professional careers of women
in the capital indeed proclaimed Washington, "a special center i'or women."

Where else in America were the works of women artists so prominently displayed
as were Vickie Reams' and those of the Ohio sculptress Ceroline Ransom who
modelled two of the busts for the Senate chamber1

In 1890 a group dedicated

to 11 t.he elevation of women" organized the "Wimodaughsis."

The society, its name

chosen to represent wives, mothers, daughters and sisters who believed the
11

Dawn of Woman I s Era" at hand, planned to open a building in which the National

Woman Suffrage Association could convene, or the WCTU, the Red Cross under :ldm
Clara Barton, the Women1 s National Press .Association, the Federation of Womens'
Clubs and others. Women employed in government offices nerhaps welcomed the
proposal, although the young and Rttractive undoubtedly preferrnd the company
of the bachelors with whom their jobs or ·the "dairy lunches" brought them in
contact, and many older women, like Virginia Grigsby 1 s mother with or without her
corsets at the Lend Office, were too tired at the end of the day's wor~ to care

41 Cleveland Leader, 4 Aug 83; Etta Ramsdell Goodwin, '·'The Li terary Women
of Washington," Chatauguan, XXVII, No 6 (Sep 98), pp. 579-86.

'
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about elevation,

Ladies with an established place in the social world of the

capital showed little interest in the idea,

The "career woman" was still a

novelty, Bella Lockwood and the lady newspaper correspordents not.withstanding.
Yet women of all conditions and kinds could lead a fuller life in Washington
than in almost any other American city of the time. 42
Among men it was perh§pS the scientists and scholars above all who
found Washington congenial and who added most to the variety of the city's
intellectual interests.

While generals and bankers gravitated toward the

Metropolitan Club, notabl es in a dozen fields of learning gathered at the Cosmos
Club, in the house in which Dolly Madison spent her last years.

Founded in 1878

in John Wesley Powell' I? parlor by men who had had a part in launching the
PhilesophicB]. Society seven years before, the Cosmos Club quickly became the
rendezvous of some of the most interesting men in America,

After the

reJ11odeling of the house-~~
f n the mid- eighties the learned societies of Washington
usually held their fortnightly meetings there. A few members of the faculties
of the Columbian and National Universities made up part of this group, but
scientists in government service in Washington were its backbone.

For in

spite of some congressional opposition and even more from univefsity scientists
like Alexander Agassis of Harvard who, inb';ed with laissez faire doctrines>
objected passionately to a wider role of government in scientific research,
programs of government bureaus expanded steadily during the eighties. Under
the imaginative leadership of the men in charge, basic research not infrequently
became the accepted accompaniment of the search for solutions to practical

42 Wimodaughsis, leaflet in BoWBn mss; ltr, Susan Grigsby to Sarah
4 Aug, 5 Oct 84; Gibeon- Humphreys mss, (SHC) .

Humphreys,
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problems.

By refusing to interfere, Congress endorsed these activities.

The challenge of the work possible in the bureaus in Washington and the
projects underw.zy- attracted brilliant men:

geologists and paleontoligists

at the Geological Survey, headed first by Clarence King and then by John
Wesley Powell; marine biologists pursuing oceanographic studies under the
guidance of Spencer Baird and George Brown Goode of the Fish Commission;
geneticists, plant and animal pathologists, and chemists of the calibre of
Harvey Wiley in the Department of Agriculture; mathematicians and astronomers
working with Simon Newcomb on the Nautical Almanac and at the Naval Observatory;
and in the 1890's bacteriologists, Captain Walter Reed among them, brought
together by Suggeon-General George Sternberg in his reorganization of the
Army

medical service.

Partial reversal of congressional policies clipped the

wings of some of these agencies in the last decade of the century, but new
regulations and reduced budgets did not put an end to much of the work.43
The intellectual Vigor of these men permeated the connnunityJ Their
versatility was in itself stimulating.

The many-faceted Clarence King, f or

example, an intimate of Henry Adams and John Hay, was an inimitable raconteur,
as well as a learned man and an explorer; he left the imprint of his vivid
personality upon Washington long after he resigned from the Geological Survey
in 1881.

John Wesley Powell, a bluff, daring, one-armed, red-headed giant,

was not only the first white man to traverse -the length of the dangerous

Colorado canyon, an able geologist and the author of the famous report on t he

43 Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, pp. 149- 270; Star, ll
Feb 79, 30 Jun 81, 27 Feb 83; "Scientific Research and the National Government,"
The Dial, XllI, Feb 97, pp. 73-75; Newcomb, Reminiscences, pp. 123- 27, 21623; George Mallery, "
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arid lands of the West, but was also so well versed in Indian languages and
tribal mores that as head of the Smithsonian Bureau of American Ethnology
in the 1890 1 s he laid the groundwork for a considerable expansion of the
science of cultural anthropology in America.

Simon Newcomb, the most

eminent American astronomer of his day, oombined personal charm with scientific erudition; the initiator of ·a new system of computing the position of
the stars and the mass and motion of the planets, he was also an insptting
lecturer, a lucid teacher and a prolific writer.

The frail-looking, self-

effacing but illustrious naturalist Spencer Baird, who followed Joseph Henry
as secretary of the Smithsonian, was at the same time the initiating force
behind the Fish Commission's extraordinary program of marine research.

At

his death, the secretaryship of the Smithsonian passed to Samuel Langley,
whose measurements of the radiant heat of the sun were of major impo:-tance b> ~ u / ,
and whose aeronautical experiments stirred the public imagination even while
doubting Thomases ridiculed the idea of human flight. 43a

43a See D.A.8.; John w. Powell, "The Personal Characteristics of
Spencer Fullerton Baird," Anl Rpt Smithsonian, 1888, pp. 746-52 .
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From tr.ese men cind their onl,v less famous associi:,tes came the spark
that brought six learned societies into being in Washington between 1879 and

1893. Unlike the Philosophiccil Society wi•,ich aimed at investigation of"the
positive facts and laws of th? physical and moral universe, 11 several of the
newer societies were con ~erned primarily witr, the popularization of science. 44
The Antrho-pological Society admitted "antiquaries" as well as serious students
to menhershio and the Biologici,l Society took i ., "amateur naturalists" but
Lester Ward and several other eminent members of the Philosophical Society were
active in all three societies and learned mathemat:i.cians and ohysicists were
not above joining the National Geographic Society which made no pretense of
nurturing erudition.

Indded the enthusiastic particiiation of leymen in the

affairs of most of these societies, so far from we11keni1:g them, was ;, source of
strength, binding l'lUCh of upoer-class Washington into an i nformal fellowship
of intellectual interests.

Through their published transac\ions, moreover, their

influence reached far beyond the local community into cities ~~ere similar
organizations did not exist.

In order to pool resources for publication and

pubJ.ic lec·~•u.res, ;;.n 1888 a '~entative federation evolved, and t.,n y,,ars later
-when the Philosophical Society concluded its utility greater than it,· threat

to pure science, the Washington tcademy of Sciences was born.

Signii''i.cantly

its first president was Gardiner Hubbard; to:· Hubhard, though a man of g1 .at
cultivation and an exceptionally well-informed student of the physics of ac~ustics
and aeronautics, was not a trained scientist but an amatellil in the best sense, 45

44 Bulletin 2f ~ Philosophical Society of Washington, 1874• Report of !l

Cornrittee from the Geological Society 2!! the historr of the Joint C~mmission of
Scientific Societies of l-!ashington.

~

45 Hewton D. Baker, Introduction, pp. xix..xx to Suminer, ed., Tho Cabinet
Diary of William~- Wilson, 1896-1897 and pp. 180, 19A, ?15, 233.
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The financial genius behind the Bell Telephone Comoany, he and his son-in-law,
the inventor Alexander Grahsm Bell, founded the National Geog111phic Society in
1888 to promote scientific exploration and through the nagea of a non-teclmical,
orofusely illustrated magazine to educate the Pmerican puhlic 2bout remote parts
of the earth.

Other private citizens, if possessed of fewer attamnments than

Hubhard and Bell, swelled the rmks of the gifted and fascinating men who gave
life in Washington much of its peculisrzy satisfying quality.
Jlt the turn of the century Washington was s city of macy anomolies:

the

voteless capital of a republic, a center of scientific research which lacked a
great university, a book-reading community, With onzy a tiny ill-equipped public
lihrary,

2

spacious city in which newcomers crowded into boardinghouses and in

which business opportunities were so limited that ambitious xxx sons of well~to-do
families had to seek careers elsewhere leaving hehind them 11n urbane society
withs taste for the arts but with little creative genius, and perhaps most
startling, though least me.,•~ioned contradiction of all, the first locality below
the Mason-Dixon line to see slavery abolished and black men enfranchised,yet
where thirty years later most white people successfully ignored the colored third
of the population except as a source of menial labor.

White residents were more

delighted with Waa~ington's ch2rms than disturbed hy her lacks.

Non-elective

officials kept the broad avenues clean and the city orderzy; her intellectual
vigor was undeniable and her universities were growing; Congress at long last had
set aside Mt. Vernon square, ftndrew Oarnegie had given f.350,000 for a building
and withins year or two an ad~quate free public library would be a reality;46

46 S Rpt 174, 5h~, 1S, 4 Feb 96, Ser 3362; Anl Rpt B of Tr, 1901, P• 55;
Laurence Schimeckebier, The 'District of Columbia, Its Government and ./1.dministration, pp. 634-35.
-

.,..
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temporary residents usually becl'me permanent members of the community and then
movE'd out ,,f thE' boarding houses into homes of their own; and the c>bsence
of commerc3 .ind industry whic~ drove young men away created an aura of
leisure thPt

\ll'S

one of the city's chief attra;:tione.

in the capital left people time to enjey it.

The slou pace of life

In 1901 white Washingtonians

whole--he,1rtedly subscribed to the view Dr. John Billings had expressed in

1886:

"He live in a fortunate time and place- -in the early manhood of a

mighty n:>tion, and in its c:>pital city, which every year makes morP beautiful,
and richer in the trf>l'Sures of science, literature i>nd art 0 11L7

47 Quoted in Dupree, ~cie~£_ in the Federal Govl'rmnent, p. 230.

37
rli~pPssionate factm>l st11diPs Cl'!lle the recol!IJl\endations which Congress wrote into
law in 19?1 creating Pn executive accounting system Pnd the federal Bureau of
the Pudget.

Under the direction of the hard- working, rather doup- looking

WilliPm F. Willoughby, one- time financial adviser to the Chinese RPpublic Pnd
a fonner member of the Princeton UnivPrsit y faculty, the Institute then moved
on to the orepsrstion of other ~onograohs.

ThP hest known of these, an exPmina-

tion of the government's hPnrlling of Inrlifln affairs, resulted in the reorgPnization of the InrliPn ~Prvice. 7
Brookiil!'S meanwhile concluded thPt the economic orohlems facing the worldwar debts, reparations anrl labor questions- above all demanded the scrutiny of
"trained scientists, avid of facts, susoicious of assumptions and detached alike
from personal prejudice Pnd from any obligation to score points in the name of
oatriotisrn, 118 With funds obtained from the Carnegie Corporation and generous
contributions from his own oocket, he succeeded in launching the Institute of
Fconomics in 1922.

PPrhaos his single most notable fest lay in convincing the

competent but wary Harold G. Moulton of the UnivPrsity of Chicago that, if he
accepted the proferred post of diredtor of the new institute, he and his staff
would not be subject to interference from the outwf!rdly domineering "manufscturer-turned-educator. "
exnected from

P

Brookings kept his tromise.

Is might perhaps be

boa~d that included mPn of the CPlihre of FrPderic 1, ])plpno

ann the pPlPontologist John

c.

MPrrism, p~sident of the Cprnegie Institution,

the trustees also plerlgerl themselves to give free rein to every scholrr p11rtici ,
oating in the institute's uork.

It was a commitment of more than ordinPry

7 The Brookings, Institution, t Confideration of the Aprylication of
Research in the Social Sciences to the 0 roblems of ~odern Ji.vilizstion, 1931,
po, 8- 12;Herman Hagedorn, RohertQ. 'Rrookings, ! 'Riogryohy, pp. 21~22, 252- 57.
8 Hagedorn, Prookings, Po 261.

•
illlporti,nce to Amei-icen intellectl.ll'ls, for WPile the oohlic, desoite Tennessee's
rejection of evolution pt the ~copes trial, was ordinRrily ready to acc~pt the
tenets of nPturPl science, stutlies in the humPn sciences, especii,lly of touchy
economic questions, Ftill seemed to most /m~ricans to be mPtters of opinion.
The indetlf'nrlence given the men rt the Institute of Economics heightened their
responsibilities but also enormousJ..v strengthened the case for academic freedom
throughoµt the United St11tes.
fioulton, s round-freed, strong-jawed extrovert ooesessed of such athletic
prowess thPt ~e hrd once considered a CRreer in professional baseb11ll, was Pt
the s8me time a scientist intent on getting st the truth and seeing it presented
in lucid non-technical language.

He gsth<"Ted about him

P

group of neople ss

intellectually Plert es he and as dedicated to the oursuit and unemotionPl
interpretation of factual data.

Their findings laid the analytical foundation

uoon which the nawes Plan fof Germen reperations was built and so molded public
opinion thats settlement of Pllied war debts to the United States became
oossible.

The long--endurinp. oost-wsr agricultural depression led to Edwin G.

Nourae 1 F thought-provoking studies, The Legal Status of ftgricultursl Coo-oeration
and

~

::Oooe..,ative ~'l'rlreting 2f Livestock which served

people seeking new forms of economic orgPnizPtion.
publicizing the contents of

P

An

PS

practical gnides to

ingenious method of

new monograph early hecpme stan~ard procedure:

congressmen, fede~Pl executives :,nd independent scrolsrs in the field were invited
to

P

formPl dinnr-r st th> Brookings hei>dquartPrs. There the author o" the study

outlined his C<'ntral thesis Pnd Pnswered questions ?bout it. The result was thPt
quotptions from the book, duly rccredited, not infrequently found their wery into
the Congressional Record i>nd government reports. 9
Ibid., PP• 257-69; ~ Brookings Institutio!!, op. 12-l.!G, interview,
Edwin G. Nourse, 15 Apr 600
9
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Brookings hiMiaelf, earer to ensurP

:>

const:>nt now of young scientific

exnerts into government service, in 19?l1 enlisted the

fj

ni,nciel aic'I of George

Eastman of the Eastman Kodak Company :>nd the Laura Spelm2n ~ockefeller Fund in
order to opPn

2

graduate school in which discussion and direct exposure to the

practical workinrs of the government would e1)l'ich students' book research.

But

deSPite hand-picked students l'nrl distinguished teachinc, the school disappointed
its founrler.

&J

1926 he helieverl it was doing "the old cut 11nd dried sort of

thlng which ,:e finrl in every college"; students1 in~tePd of aoprenticing themselves
for careers in civil service Pnd statesm2nship, preoared for teaching posts.
Brookings anrl the trustees had no wish to duolicate the work obtainable at t>ny
good university.JD Consolidation of the school with the two institutes promised

to nrove more effective.

The

uoshot in Decemher 1927 was the chartering of the

Brookings Institutjon "devotecl to nublic servicP through research anrl educiation
in the social sci Pnces." The gr1>duate school

PS

:-n Pf'Pncy g,.11nting Ph. n. rlegrees

disPOnPared, ?nd t'lienceforwPrd t,.ainiill!, lifted to a "suoer-grPdul'te lPvel, 11 went
on concurrently with the research programs in govPrnment administration i,nd
economics.

Envisaging the adrlition of institutes of international relations ?nd

of industrial psy.chology, the aging philanthrooist expressed his faith "that in
the field of the sociel sciences, the Institution may become a kind of cap-stone
to the educational arch of the country.n

If the hard-headed economists and

oolitical scienti1cts w"io carried ou~ the re.search anrl writing anci schooled
vounirer scholPrs in their own exacti!llT methorls considered Prookings' dream overambitious, trey nev..,rthelesi:: felt their work was irmortant.

If not all of it,

lO Hagedorn, .QP• cit., p. 289; Dexter r~. KPeger, "";ikinp: t~ Soci?l Sciences
So-:iahle," Surver, tv; 150ct 25', on. 80..82 0

•
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brought abrut mejor aministretive reforms, or Pi'fected public policy-mPking or
altered the modes of ftrnerican thinking, by 1930 the trustees and the staff of
the Instituti.on coulrl announce thi>t it was no longer i>n experiment, the first
of its kind, but
ll
spreado

P

firmly rooted organization the influence of w~ich should

Washjngton's reputation

PS

?.n intellectual center perhaps fained even

more frol'l the /mericim Council on Education than from the 'Rrookings institutes,
if ~nly beci>use it hrought together here pt least once a year lePding figures
in /merican higher educat5on Pn1 because the info"'lllation the council's standing
coMll1ittees assemhled, evaluPted anrl oublished in F-ummary form in The Fducat,onel
Record reached into every university i:in"1 college tCMn in the country 0
cxrnncil worked on the principle :'1oodrow v:ilson hi>d once enunciated;
what you want in

P

The
"Find out

college graduate and let the ways of getting it work them-

selves out"--that is, through the initiative and efforts of local colll!'1unities
rather thim by government fiat bolstered by i'ederal subsidieso

The headquarters

staff was small--in the Mid-twenties a directar, the tPU, thin, sharp-featured,
keen~witted Oiarles 11iborg Menn, a former University of 'liicago physicist who
had served '1urinf( the wer as civilian adviser to the WPr Deoa,.tment; Assistant
Director David lo Tlohertson, a pleesant-looking, genial, mild-mPnnered Fnglish
scholar who Plso hrrl been a mElll!ber of the Chicago faeultv; one, sometimes two
other trained educators, Pnrl five or six secretaries 0 12 Yet this handful of
people performed various services for the teachinP, TJJ"ofeseion, the gover!ll!!ent,

--

ll Hi>gedorn, OPo cit., o. 290; Brookings Institution, Po 160
12
Ltr, David A. Robertson, Pssist~nt Director ftmerican Council on
Education, 192!r-l930, to the author 1 15 Apr 60; ~ F.ducational Record, I, No 0
l, op. 33-36, anrl Noo 3, passimo
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industry, and occasionally foreign universities; whatever members of the permanent staff coulrl not do, they found oow.oetent people to do for them.
of

P

,'I

sample

task benefitt.ing both the St;,te Jlep;,rtment Pn-l SPverfll Amr-ricPn colleges

was a stucly prepm-ed under the snoervision of ¥.1inn dPscri bing the mPni fold duties
which foreign service officers hP d to perform ;,nd hence what colleges should
teach men training for these careers; the factual basis of the Record of Usage
was the day-by-day notations kept, at President Coolidge's request, by some
three hundred foreign service officers. rihen the American telephone and Telegraph
Company requested" similflr enalysis for top executives, objections rose in
some quarters that the intangibles of en executive's work would preclude a useful
study, but the 00uncil on Erluoation oroved its Pbility to resolve the oroblems
by preoaring ;,nc! ryublishing

11

description of the work of the chief executive of

the United St?tes, based uoon ;, record of t~ things President Coolidge did over
a thirty-day period; the President himself instructed his secretary to provide
the list. t'hen two delegates of the Intern?tiom•l Student Union, a Pole .-nd a
HungPrian, wished to be presented at the White Pou~e, their resoective emhassies
in Washington enlisted

tre

help of David Rohertson to take them in charge.

,'lmong

a long PrrPy of more time-consuminp. mrl ~rhaps ultimfltely more significant
undertakinrs were tile council's studies of the te?ching of ~odern languPges in
,'lmerican colleges !lnd of edu::etiom,l relations between universities and the
federal government. 13
The Jmerican Council of LePrned Societies Devoted to the Humanistic
Sciences, though less well-kno~m outside 2crdemic circles thM the Council on
Educ;,tion, also contributed to Wa~hington 1 s st!lnding in the world of lem-ning.
Founded in late 1919 Rs the body to represent the United Stfltes in the Inter-

passim.

13 Ltr, Pobertson to the author, lS Apr fO; Educational Tl.eco~d, III-X,
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nationPl Union of Academies, the federation of fifteen indeoendent societies
functioned far s0me eight years with no hPadquarte...s other than a room lE!lt for
the ourpose hv the :arnegie Institution's Department of Historiaal ~esearch.
But in that interval the directors laid the groundwork for inter-disciplin!Ty
research in which archeology, histor:v, philosophy, modern F.uropean and Oriental
lPngusres, anthropolor,y Pnd other hr:>nches of knowledge ~ight all have a p:>rt.
Like the ~atjonel nesearch ~,ouncil, t.he ~ookinps Jnstitution md the Council
on Fd11cation, the hum.nnists drew uoon foun''ations for fin:mciPl sunport

0

Among

the council 1 !' early nrojects was a series of conferences on "the gifted student, 11
a topic that stirred a resoonse from the renP.rPl oublic only thirty years later.
A more immedirtely effective undertPking was the compilation of the DictionPry
of Jlmerican F!iogra_Q&. With funds for publication obtained from the New York
Times and articles prepared hy e,cperts in every relevant field, an editorial
board of competent histcrisns produced the first volume in 1928.

Meanwhile

recognition of the variety of services the 0ouncil of Le:>rned Societies could
oerfol'Tl1 led it to est?blish

II

full-time staff With its mm headquarters in

Wai,hington. 'J'hP past o." oennllnent secretary fell to Waldo G. Lel1>nd, a fragilelooking, sparkling.brown-eyed little New Fnglander, whose oleasant dr:r humor
mellowed his erudition and wro!'e twenty-four years experience in archival and
historical research for the Carnegie Institution preoared him for this new task.
His assistant was Yortjmer Graves, another spare-frpmen New F.np.lPnder, wl-tosE>
vigorous intelligence 1>nd 6J9eoe'NJ. 1nterest in oriE>ntal culture quickly gave him
a soecilll olace jn the organizat;on, in1>snuch 1>s an irmortant function of the
11

JICLS" came to be the PW:>kening of American schol?rs to the irportance of under-

standing oriental civilization.

From 1930 onward conferences on various aspects

43
of orientalia would proceed under ex>uncil sponso,.ship.

14

Wh_v humc1nists srould choose Washington for their headquarters rather than
the seat of one of the grePt universities is Pt fi'rst thought puzzling. On
closer e.cPl'lination the answE>r is obvioui,.
from th,, first.

Intern;,tion11l "'elPt1ons werP involved

f'u.-thPrmore, the council virtually from its beginning worked

closel7' with the Natj on11l '!esearch Council and the Council on F'ducation in
scrutinizing plPns for research in new areas ;,nd in mflkine occasional erantsin- ~id.

Moreover, although the Carnegie Institution by the mid-twenties was

fc:cussing its energies prim:>rily upon the physicP-1 sciences, its interest in
archeology nersisted.

But, above all, the Library of :;ongress drew scholars in
"

..

the humllllities to WPshinp;ton.
The LibrPrlan of Coneress, the brisk, pE>rceotive, sandy-haired Herbert
Putnsm, looked upon the collections in his ch?rge as? natjonal library rather
than a legislative tool.

OvE>r the years he h:,d won the conrolete confidence of

Congress by the temperate chPracter of his requests; whE>n he asked for funds
the House h:>propri;,tions <',ornr-itteP accepted his word for the need.
built

UP

He had

the accessions by drawing uryon his ex~ptionPl knowledpe of books and

manuscripts in mrny realms of lParninr Kttbt and by Pxercisinp, intuitive judgment
about thosP he nid not know; his decision was final.
subordinates he seldom made

P

mistake.

In the opinion of his

Putocratic though his manner tm:Prd them

was, his high stPndards of performance Pnd his never-failing sense of justice
robbed his rebukes of any sting.

No library in America had so devoted a staff

l4 Ogg, 2£• cit., P• 161; Bulletins of the 1-mPrican Council of Learned

~ocietiE's, I-X, 1920- 1930, Pnd especi:>lly No. 4, Jun 25, p. 25, No.~, May 26,
PP• 43,52, No, 7, Ppr 21'1, op. 60-61, No. 9, Dec 2R, o. 29 (J(ereaftE'r ci·~ed
as fCLS Bulletin),

or such rich m?terials in so mmy f'ields. 15
The Chinese collPctions rnd tne method by which the LihrBry of Congress
acq,·ired thPm are ;i c11se in noint.

First credit goes to Walter T. Swingle,

plant pathologist :=ind "olPnt explorer" of the Tlep11rtment of Agriculture, for in
the c0urse of his tr11vP.ls collecting se~ds ?nd cutt,nps in remote JJ>nds of the
oriental
East, he le 11rned of rare books dealing not only wi th/l&:ic11Bmr:x11nllixul'J'lall!llll'. agriculture but also ChinP.se philosoohy and ~inese literature,

From 1913 onward

he wrote long detailed descriptions of these finds to PutnBJ!l, and Putnam unhesitatingly ;icted upon Swingle's advice.
oriental language,

Yet neither mPn could himeelf read any

Swingle acce.,ted the judgpients of learned .::hinese friends;

the lihrarirn accepted Swingle's, P.Ven to the point of prying ~1000 for a 1590
edition of

P

JhinPse herbary, the only one kno~m to exist, but huge volumes of

ideograoh that scarcely fifty men in the United Rtfltes could read,

ft

colored

man, ftrmstrong Clf!ytor, who unpacked the shiomP.nte of orientalia, taught himself
enough Chinese to identify and catalogue the m11terials, while the courtly and
oersuasive Swingle induced the Department of ftgriculture to employ an elderly
Irishm11n, MichPel HaggPrty, to tr?nsl11te the books so thPt students of agriculture as well 11s historians cruld benefit,

So distin{?uiPhed hPd the library's

~inese 11ccessions become th;,t i.n 19211 Putnem oht;iined 11norop~istions to estPblish ;, division of Chinese literature J-eaded hy the gP.ntle ;,n'.l lParned sinologue
Jrthur l!umnel.

J11p11nese and Tihetan m;,terials also multiolied, while the Freer

Gallery, unc!er the w:i.ng of the SMi thsonian, furnished Mt>gnificent exrunples of
orientl'l art.

.

In that fashion \."ashington became the one nl11ce in the western

.

~

world where the student of~zation could find the resources he needcd 16
0

lS Interviews with v11rious staff members of tJ.-,e Library of Cong!'ess of
the 1920 1 s, S i>nd 7 kpr 60.
16
ACLS Pull.Ptin, No, 1~, Aor 29, on. 33-56; Rpts Lihra~ian of Cong, 192~,
np. 1-2, o-,;-272, 2R7.316; intPrviews, Prthur Hummel, 5 A~r 60, 11nd Joceph
FJl.litier, 6 Apr. M.

...
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The scientist,; 1>nd s choll''"S m1>de no preterute of helonging to the "lost
generation" th11t p~J0uced the cti.stinctive literature of the 1920 1 s; neither they
nor the city's newsnroer corresnondents turned out 1>

-of

0
~~-"--

r 11in

Street or a This Side

----- - --

~i1dise or r, "11rewell to Ar"lls. 1'ea:,u,.ed by such e gPUge r.'ashington h;,d no

notable literv,7 figures,

On the contrary, even the Gridiron Club skits took on

a rather pe6dstrian quality.

The Literary ~ociety, although nutting as much

stress upt,n social acceptability es upon originPl t?lent, included, howev0r, a
number ,f peoole whose writings redeemed it from pure <'lilettPntism.
were in fact only incidenttlly writers.

Most members

Thus the essays of Judge Wendell P.

~tf' 'ford c2me from the pen of a jurist. The paleontologist John C, Merriam of
~..,e

Carnegie In:,titution wrote of"'Ehe Living Paet" in rocl- fo:rmati ons. Tyler

r,ennett of the !"tate Department discussed finer; ci>n reli>tions with the Far East,
William Penn Jreason of the Foreign Se~vice such themes as the exoertences of
the nuritan dinlomPt Fr1>ncis DPnP 11t tre cc-urt of Ci>tharine the Great, while the
botanist Willi11m E. S11fford told of "The ~m;,nce of the Poti>to." The octogen11rian
Gen. f0olphus W. Greeley, in the e1>rly 188o•s hePd of the ill-fated Prctic
expedition fro~ which only seven men returned, still 1>ttended the society's
meetings and st ill wrote of the 1>rctic i>n!'l his far-flung 11dventures. Wasrington 1 a
literary output w11a inforl'!i.np. rE1ther than creative, but it kept interest in
books and ideas very much alive. 17
While steadily increasing enrollment in the Corcoran Art School and
streams of visitors Pt the Freer and ..:Orcorm gPlleries indicated a growing
aopreciPtion of the fine rrts, informed Washingtonians early iealized that
neglect was restricting the potentialities of the National Gallery of Jrt.

In

17 ~'icolay, Sixty Years of the Literary Societv; Thom2s ~ptulding, The
Literary ~ety in Pe~ce and l-:pr, po. 23-32; interview, ftlbert Ptwood, member
1926-, 3 May 60.
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1920 Congress for the first time appropriated a sm;,11 sum of money for it, hut
the pictures were still crowded into a few rooms of the Nation;,l 1",useum where
only part of the collect:,on could he displayed anrl lack of space forbade accept-

.

.

ing new accessions.

18

He are the only civilized nation that has not risen to a realization of the
re;,l value of iirt i,rx:J of imoortant functllions of i- National Gallery {,:,rote
the Secretar:v of the Smithsonian in 192i/. No important art work has, for .
art's sake nure ?nd simole, ever been purchased with the approval of the U ~
S~ Government. The Natj on has received as gifts anrl bequests, art works
amounting to more th!>n ten millions in money value, Pnd h?s exoended on
thejr acquirement and care possibly one two-hund~edth part of that amount, 19
Unless Congress were willing to meet the cost of erecting a new_building,only
orivate efforts cx,uld give the n,.t,ionf!l collect,on a suitable gallery Pnd oppor •
tunity to expand, since the endowment of the SMithsoniPn was no longer adequate
even for its sciPntific prorrsms.

F;,ced with thPt dilemm;, a commit tee of fiftPen

leadiJlf' citizens headed hv 11rs. WilliPll> .Jo~coran Eustis, wife of W.W. Corooran's
grandson, arranged

P

speci11l 1011n exhibition to oro~ote interest in the gallery,

while several Washinrton business firms joined with the regents of the Smithsonian in a campaign to enl11rge the Institution I s endowment. 20By 1929 the f"ecretary d

could report:

The year has been gratifyingly and unexpectedly rich in progress • • ••
The National Government ,i,nd many friends of the Institution have added
materially to its income--Fr. John Gellatly, of New York, h11s made the gift
of his ext.ensivP collectt on comprising clPssic fmeric;,n l'nd European paintings, outstanding specimens of jewellers I llrt, tapPstries, furniture, and
oriental i,rt, valuPd altogether at sever11l million doll fs, to the Smithsonian for eventual exhibition in the Nlltional Gallery.

2

1 ~ Star, 3 Jul 20; Rpt Fine frts ~ , 1921; Anl Ppt Smithsonian, 1921,
o. 16, 192~, n. 6, 1923, ryo. 6, 19;'"'frederick P. Kennel and ~.L, Duffus, The
Prts in American Life, p. 67.
l9 ftnl Rpt Smithsoni8n, 19?2, p. h3.
20 Ibirl., 192h, 3=4, 1925, nn. 18-19, 192~, on. 3- h, 7, 21,, 1927, o. 26.
Exhibition of F,:,rl:v AmericPn "aintings, ~•'inii>tures ;,ncl ~ilVE_il., AssPmblr>cl !?l. the
Washington T,oal" F.xhi_!litjon Committet>, T'.ecemhi>r 51 lffl-JPn'4"1'Y 3, 19?6.
21 fnl ~pt Smithsoni,i,n, 1929, o. 2.
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1'he impendinr deoression would check tliPt orogress, but in the thirties the
gi:ft of Secret Pry of the Treast1ry-· Jlndrew J-:ellon would turn hooe into reality.
Ne;mwhile belief th11t "the. sense of well-being Pnrl enriched capacity for
living which art can give" shoulcl be "a privilege of the m;,ny

PS

well as the

technically treinl"d ;md sensitive fet1, 11 inspired r,uncan Phillips, ;, discrimi1111tinr: orivi,te collector and e~riencPd ?rt critic, to ooen to the nuhlic in
1920 what one 11dmi.,.er c;,lled an "Art Gallerv for Delight."

1'he n;,intings,

r;,nging frO!T' ;,n occasionlll ll'ith century piece to works of "'rench il"D"'essionists,
Ji,mes ?:cNeill l~'histler and

fl

few 20th century American ?rtists, were never all

put on displPy at one time, but were ch;,nged or regrouped pPriodically to illustrate particular irleas and themes.

Housed in two rooms of the family residence,

the pictures in the Phillips Gallery gain,d in charm from the intinacy of their
setting. 22 While a percentive local public enjoyed the gallery, it came to be
kn01m ;,lso to connoisseurs the world over.

The theatre still suffered from cor,petition with dinner parties ;,nd
eveninr receptions.

Dur:i ng the "little season'' in the rot=,new pl;,ys sometimes

h?d trif'l runs at the Pela~co and nroedw;,y hits of the previous season came
occasionally,

But once the full soc:i?l season o"ened, thePtre-going fell off.

In Ppril 1921 when the H01•1ard University Pleyers presented a magnificent perform;,nce of Eugene 0 1NPill'~ 'F'.rroeror Jones Pt the nelasco only two hundred

----==~

'

people atten"led; wheth?r the ti,..e of year or the r;,ce of the ectors expl;iined
the helf empty house is uncert?in. Negroes were ordin:>rily harreci from white
•
theatres. l\.~ge oart of the year both races in Washington suhstituted movies,
vaudeville, burlesc,ue and occasional i>mateur perforrnnnces for legit:im?te

22 Duncan Phillips, "J'rt and Understending," Art end Understanding, I,
Nov 29, p, l; "frt Gallery for Delight," Weekly Review, III, 22 Dec 20, P• 6U.

LB
profession~l drarna. 23
In some ~easure what the would-be theatre-goer lost the devotee of music
gained, since,ir the absence of r large concert hall,visiting syr.iphony orchestras
an<l soloists often used the Netionsl Theatre for concerts, while touring opera
comoanies from ti~e to ti~e rented Poli's or Keith's vPuneville houses. ,:he
at1ditorium pt the Central High School, ball rooms at hote.ls ;-nrl other halls
~
were Plso pressed into service. But desoite~arrangelnf'nts, and despite the

~~It

city's lone-oersif'ti ng reoutation for indifference, Washington in the 1920 1 s
provided what an a:!toniehed. Bostonian termed, "a veritable feast of music." In
one week of 1925, for exflmole, Louise Homer s:>iig at th!' Washington Aunitorium,
}'.arian i'nderson, the already famous younr: ME>gro c0ntralto,11i1111f Pt tre First
Congregational church, ~ophie RreslPu

~

rt National Theatre, the New York

symohony pley-ed at Poli'f', th<? .American niPnist Charles Jooper st the Hasonic
auditorium, the organist Henry ~eibert at the Weshington Puditori]im, Pnd the
Davison Glee Club performed st the Nasonic audi toriwn. 24 t.:any if not r ost of
the big concerts were held in the afternoon.

Two years after Mrs. Lawrence
series of morning musicals
Townsend, herself a co• poser of some note, launchrd P/:1111X]513na:: Glfx1re111e: nl!tt
st which leading artists made their Washington debuts, Mrs. Frederick Sprague
Coolidge inaugurated Pn evening chfllllber music festivel "in the Congressional
LibrPry, in the new little auditorium, necessarily limited in seating caoacity
ann high in ideals musically. 1125 From that beginning came in time the fanous

23 ~ . 2 for 21, lu Oct 23; interview, Y.rs. 811Prles Wsrren,28 Apr &J.
24 Star, 8 Nov 25. Issues of the Sunday Star of October and November
when the concert season opened c~r~ied yearly full notices o~ whPt was to come.
25 Star, li Oct 25.
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Library of Congress concerts of the Rudanest string quartet.
the Washington Chamhflr l-'.usic Society.

Friends organized

The Knights of Columhus opr>ned an lsvening

Rchool of l ueic Pnd societies like the frts r,J.uh Rn-1 the United !rt ~ocir->ty
offered concerts once

P

week.

peoole of leisure, the l:>ck of

With ruch
P

P

nrofnsinn of IT'U1'ic Pvail?hle

to

lo~al symphony orchestrll mattered o~trto the

person un?ble to attend nay-time concerts.

At night dance music poured out of

private houses, country clubs and restaurants. 26
In colored Washington music was a cultural cement.
white concerts provided their own.
regularly devoted

2

Negroes excluded from

Until the demise of the Bee in 1922 the paper

half page to events "In the World of Music."

born in 1921, for years followed much tre same course.
the Negro co1!11"1unity knew it excelled.

The Tribune

HerP wps a realm in which

Colored b?nds playecl at white debutante

balls, but the orchestras P.O~?rently reserved their most notable performRnces
for their own people.

The "Snowden Tliemond Jazzologists" i:mcl other bands m;,de

the city "known for its syncop:>tion" even if as innovators they dicl not rank
with NP.w 0rlems I ulayers.

Thirty yell rs later W:>shington would O>'oudly cl;,im

jazz artists of the fPme of Louis Armstrong ;,s native sons.

Nor ilid the colored

comrnmity neglect its church music :>nd othP.r clPs1>iclll foms.
Negroes cnltivPted :>ll music

PS

Hpper clPss

lln art an.-l trajnpd their chililren in its practice.

Unknown to most white Wai;liingtoni:,ns, least of .-11 to the

11

smArt set, 11 -the

l"us-o-lit ~ociety occupied a very!peCiP-1 rylace in the life of the "Recret City 1127
0

If frequently startled to fin~ the capital far richer in artistic life

26

Ser n. 211 and orograms, 1920-1930 uncler "Washington" in i,usic Div
files, L. ~.; interview, ?!,rs. Warren, 9 Eay 60 0

27 Ree, 19 l"eb, 12 Mi,r 21; Tribune, 21 Fi>y 21, 21 Jpn 22; Crisis,

Jun 32, p. 18"5.

xnax

50
than he had su,-,posed, the rliscerning newcomer was invPriably struck by Washington's persistin,:: villPge-lilce quality,

Its une:,cpec:tedness entranced nost people,

Here was a hucolic Cleopatra whose 'Wiles sed:uce<l the "good home-spun citizen. 11
Wo,-ld caoi t:-1 tilough she ;ms, "t'le chief offici1>l pe.,.sonages who people the
scene are villagers with a villager's outlook ?ncl a vill?ger I s background. 11
A sense of intimacy pervaded all strata of wliite society irrespective of the
position 11n inrtividual r•ight occupy.

More th?n thirty ye?rs lrter one m?n

recall<'d P ~pring evening when, as he and his wife, en route to a dinner party,
boarded a trollr-y, the lonr fr:i nge of his wife's Veneti1>n shPWl caught on the
conrluctor's :;leeve b11tton; instead of y:>nkinp: it free the conductor followed
her into the car, 1mrl, slowly disengaging the strPnds said very courteously:
"Hadsm, you certsjnly hl've rnP on the string to-night. 1128 Fven the critic who
considered the city "rootlPss" Etnd "without Pmhition, 11 a plPce in which "material
barrenness • • •

{J.sJ

matched by its own cultural barrenness," admitted that

a "dance is a plPasanter ol:-ce tha!l a factory or a lahoratory or a study; conforming travelers on the broad path Pre easier on their fellows' elbous than
i,ngulPr men of ideas and purposes. 11 29
The populi,r press of the twenties nortr1>yed thP city in more Vivid colors.
Tht=> picture of Washincton th;,t emerged for the g;reat Arerici,n public was that of
a city given over entirely to d;,nces, te1>s and dinner p1>rties, inceseant social
climbing

Pn<l,

as a way to the top, jockeying for oolitical o.,.eferment,

The

canvas was nEt.,.row}. the arts occuoied little SpPce, the wo,.lrl of leEtrning even
lPss.

Politic;,l conm,entPtors, including ra,tt.o bro:-dcPstPrs, it is true, talked

28 u-....
"David A, Rohertson to th@ author, lS tor 00 9 F.dward G, Lowry, 1-!ashington
·";J.ose-U~s, Intimate ViPws of ~om" ~ c ~gures, 'OP, 7 .9,
9 John w. Owens, "A ;ity without fl ~ain ~treet," NPtion, CXX, 6 l·'<'Y 25,
')0. 513-lL§ ElM'lrdni~ - Lt>my-,xWa11k:tngtl>1lYY.Dl,""'Ufn,· I11tir11nex~~tx~xRMttg
xi:roa:-s·p·pm.)·T~pdh:p&x
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of congressional responses to n11tionlll ;,nrl intern11t-;on;,l oroblems, but Washington
l ff...,,,_.,. 13~,.
Socic-tv i:ith P c11nit11l f apneflred to h11ve wi"e" Pnoenl./\ ~ce the sc11nrlrls of
the Hardine ;,dministration h11d hlo,m over, politics lo~t much of its one-time
fascination, except insofflr as high-rankinr, government officials were inevitably
still part and psrcel of -~he soci11l scene; flnd Coolidge's hioer.!'pher insisted
that officisl society was still "the only society in l:ashington. 11 l'onth c'fter
month women's mag11zines car!'ied • escriptions of what the well-dressed senator's
wife w11s we;,ring or what etiquette demanded in the capit,~l; metrooolitan dailies
seized uoon W11shington gossin 11s nanna frorr heaven.

The raw material lent itself

Prlrnir11hly both to derisive Pnd reverential treatment.JO But bathtub gin flnd
bootleg whiskey, sleek sports c11rs, b11ckbiting Fnd con-petition over precedence,
short skirts Rnri Zulu-like bushy permanents on nine debutantes out of ten held
the limelight.
The local newsn11pers, so far from dispPr11ging tre doings of high society,
usu?.lly 11dopted

A

worshinful tone; ½ut, by nublishinr little !'lore significi,nt

news)the locRl p"ess contributed to Pone-sided View of the city's life,

The

Times, which ten ye11rs before h<'d ch<'l'll'pioned civic c11uses deserving nublic
suooort, had chMiged hands aft<'r t~ WE>r, Pnd the once liberal editor swunr, far

to the right.

In the ooinion of the fiery 0sc?.r G.!lrrison Villard of the Ni,tion,

the Times then hec;,me, like the Herald, e "noisy md insincere" Hearst p?per.
Under the editorship of the irrenressible "Cissy" Paterson, the IIPrald

:it

one

time promised to orovide more snbst;,nti:,l fa,..f', but it too ll'osed into offf'ring
a bland dtet only occi>sionelly spicf!d with b>tinr,, noliticP1~1Pded comments.

30 WilliPm illlen White, !l Puritan in "ebylon, p. 232~ Nearl,y a qUl'"ter
of the entries under thE' hPadinP, m·asliingtor.'' in the Reader 1 f, Guirle to Periodical
Literature from 1 920 to 19?9 consists of flrticlf's ab0u t "high society."
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Newsp:opermen desnised the W:>srington Post,
integrity.

"ooison sheet" withnut l!loral

P

The NPws, a tabloid of which the couregeous l'nrl gifted Lo-well f'ellett

was the backbone, car~ie'd valueble items on its inside p~ges but hid its light
under

P

bushel by spref!ding trivia like the

front pege.
trod such

P

MPrble 1h;,rr,pionship" across its

11

The Ster. one of the biggest moneyemPkers in the newspirper business,
wary path lest ;,n editori:>l or rews item offend Congress or an

imoortant adverti~er that evPY,Y column aopearPd swathed in cotton wool. Theodore
Noyes, one of the St!>?'' s principal proprietors, wi,s oonular, generous to his
•
employees, encfunquestionahly dediceted to W;,shington•s interPsts Rs he S?W them:
those he obviously believed best orotected by cl:l.scretion.

Certainly the con-

sistently non-controversial tone- and the home-y "small-town gossip" of the Star
kept for it a wide local oublic.31 Readers nPturally were

nx happy to

learn

thPt in drivinr her own car ¥-rs. Herbert Hoover in 1929 m:>rle history of the
kind

~

New Yorker might hPve picked up:

for the first time "the wife of a

President has operated P c1>r while in the White House. 1132 Such items were safer
than opinions, even those well right of center.
11

For, as Villard noted, there is

no such hide-bound conservative in all the worl" as your retired civil official

or retired anny or n;,vy officiPl, 11 ,>nil v:ashinrton w;,,s full of them.

Peonle who

wanted to follow oublic pffair!' other thnn the "shiftit1£" social pageant" re;,d
the New York Times or the ~:>ltJmore Sun or the Ch~istian Science !1 onitor. 33

31 OscPr G. VillPrd, "Washinr,ton: f ~PPi t:>l wi t•·out P Thunderer, 11 N;,t:1 on,
CXVII, 5 Sep 23, JY>• 232-35. In.-lenendent Plbeit neg:>tive testimony to the meagreness of l'lPWS j n 1·;3shington nPpc>rs m-"y be observed hy th<' n:iucity of references
to them in the document~tion of tdi!iJt:lclm the~ ch1>pters cov~r.i.ng the 1920 1 s.
32 ~ . L ftpr 29.

33 Villard, Some New~apers and News~apermen, p. 175; <>non. (Robert
Allen), Washington Merry-Go-Round, PP• 3?2- 8.

Perhaps the shortco~in~s of the local press coul~ he seen as a result as well
as

P

cause of the city ' s sm~ll town atmosphere.
By no mePns all outsiders aclr.iired the most publicized element in the city.

W.-shington I E was "the most tempor<"ry Society in fmerica," exolrined a New Yorker
in 1924:
Near the top of the ladder stands the set that Washington terms with reluctant reverence "the Cave Dwellers." These are the native sristocracy,
frequently of uniJ,,pressive lineage as most eastern cities rate such matters,
but with P hackground of two or three generations of residence in the
croital which gives thrm an air of hoary antiquity when compared to the
rest of the city's t ransitory Society.
The Troxton Beales, the Y.ontgomery 'fllairs, thP Joseph Leiters, the
Woodbury n11>irs and perh?ps a dozen other fal'lilies are t.he r.ost patrician
clans in that august group. Either definitely in thPt set or hovering upon
its borders is a swarm of wealthy widows. ibc-n P millionaire goes to heaven,
his wife tekes U1) resirlence in Washington. Mrs. John 'fl. t'endPrson agd !·'rs.
WilliPm J. Boardman are ~ong the most prominent of these dowagers.3
Since ciive-dwellers were the descendants of tre families wliorn J<rs. DAhlgren hPd
labelled "the very elite," the ol-l est11blished "residential society" of nntebellum days, Anyone of leas ancient vintage, millioneire 1 s widow or otherwise,
could n,..ver properly be included rmong the group.but hv the 1920 1 s the term was
loosely used.

The nassachusetts avenue house of the Patten sisters, three

spinster ladies, was a "shrine for the non-political world of fashion. 1135
Emphatically not dave-dwellers and with only one generation of moderate wealth
hehind them, "they long ago set out to rule Washington by giving great tea
oarties at which one's tresence was the sign mPnuel of ~ociety. Theirt tireless
energy in uneart hinv obscure fc1cts raised gossio to the olPne of research." In

34 Frederic Van de W11ter, ''viPshington," in Mrs. John King Van Rensellaer,
The Social Ladder, PP• 248, 267.
35 Ibid.; interview, Evelyn Hunt Conrlon, lfl May 60; l·'acieleine Vinton
Dahlgren, The Ftiguette of Social !:1:!£ in Washington, p. 33.
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the popular phrase the way to soread the news in the city was "telephone,
telegraph, or tell-a-Patten."

Their all-knowingness, fortified by their quick

wits, was simultanE'ously terrifying. FJn<l fascinating. 36 Scores of people panted
to be invited to a Sunday afternoon teP that might furni~h stol'ies on which to
dine out for the rest of thP i,e11son, provicled, of course, that fellow dinner
guests had not Plso E1ttE'ncleri the Patten pPrties,

J\'11de un partlv of social

cli.mhers but also of minor function:iries of tre diplomElti c corps ancl young
married couples versed in the official etiquette they chose to ignore, the gay
irresponsibles had

P

dash uhich "the rest of the caoital envies and deplores. 11 37

Washington Merry-go-Round, written by a competent newspaper correspondent
but published anonymously shortly after the Jazz Age had ended in the crash,
took a less toleraQt view.

The bungling of thE' welcome prepared for the "Lone

Eagle" illustrated the city's ineptness:

the dinner in Lindbergh' a honor wound

up with a recording of "They're Hanginp Danny Dever in the Morning,"

Here was

a "humdrum capitEll" in which the diplomatic corps was "starched futility" and
"hoiled bosoms" served Rs the brittle front for the emptiness of society leaders,
"One of the most chPrming things abcu t Washington, 11 the author added sardonically,
"is that it is almost nE>ver without a socii>l, diplomEitic or matrimonial war."
Society itself was divicied hetweE>n "those who wi,nt to ret their n!lmes into the
oapers and those who w11nt to keep the!ll out,"
bear out some of these judgments.

Alice -q.oosevelt Longworth 1 s J'llE!moirs

She herself obviously found many of the

party-goers boring and their heavy drinking obnoxious in a suopoeedly dry ci>pital.

36 Dixon Weeter,!!!£. Saga of Jmerican ~ocietv, p. LJ.8; interviews, Mrs.
Clu,rles Warren, 9 May 60, and Vvelyn Hunt Condon, 18 M;,y 60.
37 Seen. 3L.
38 Washington Merry~go-'Fl.ound, op, 1~33, 5o, 85-87, 100-02, 262, 285;
LongYOrth, Crowded !lours, pp, 313-17, 328-30, 336- 37
&

38
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In being well supplied with bores and over supulied with bootleg liquor,
Washington differed little from other lmerican ci'.ies of the period.

Perhaps

therein lPy the chief indictment r,,gainst a COll1l1lUni\;y whose society, Americans
liked to think, represented the ·oest in the country.
Neither the arlull'tory n,,r the deI ogatory desc;-.l.ptions of the Washington
scene hinted at pny complexit.f in the socisl structur:.
was nothing to :;:ee below th•J top.

By implication, there

Since every s!11!lll t:wn in America hl'd its

lower clssses ancl only th•1 c!!()ital hsd an official socil,ty, oopular writers chose
to ignore most of the o,,pull'tion--the

8l"Tey'

of "regimenw'i" government clerks,

the 130,oon colored WtshingtoniPns, the businessmen of ilodest means :>nd the tens
of thousands of bbs•:ure -peoole who eP.rnerl their livings 1:uoplying services to
the coll1J1luni ty.

!ht the assumption th2t "the world of fa3hion," the diplomatic

corps and the righest rflnking government official:; comp·:ised the sole elements
that gave Wil',hington society its speciPl flavor lerived from an oversimplification.

Mor.i than one person with social entree 1ight ha1·e repl:led to the snob's

inquiry abrut what "book" he was listed in--thi ,t is, tho Social Register, the
Green dook, successor to the Fli te List, or ~~ Who in the !!l!,i;ional Capital- "<lh I'm in the telephone J:>ook." Who was

I'

cf•·e-dweller, who merely a person

i,reking to don tre cloal!;.es pratectjon again!t intrusive -:uriosity or, conversely,
as an advertisement of his suoerior inaccesalbility, was a ~uestion only the
true cave-dweller could answer,

Some of thft group hfld gone ,o seed; some kept

to their caves es thP only WPY of concealing the meagreness of t ~eir personal
attainments.

Georgetown, pi,rticnl;,r~, contelned a number of odd -:haracters,
,'

oroducts of interml'rril'ges within their own s,P,11 circle, eccentrics ~hose
prestige hinged unon remllining Ploof from everrone without local ;,ntec~dents going
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back to the 18u0 1 s and 1n~ 1 s. 39 Moreover, not all descendants of the resident
aristocracy of sixty and seventy years earlier h~d escaped the contamination of
"trade. 11 For e~mple, the fifth i,nd sixth generation of the Hi;,gner fami~
sprung fror- the Peter who came

PS fl

clerk with the WRr 1~partment in 180(), served

as advisers on etiquette to newcomers, published the money-making Green Book,
~ tr.J "4!~ n.;..,,_ t;....b ,1 ........., :,,...;.";t:l,,&,.-u
or sold real estate. The outlander who7["n Wi;,shington was obliged to point out
lower
that before 192u the Chevy Chase Club had slipped so far as to/the bars several
tir·es, leaving only the Grasslands Country 4Ub and the fifty-member Alibi Club
untainted.

The fact that no Jew was allowed even as a guest in the country clubs
too
was presumably/n obvious to mention. Put the interpretation of Washington's
social hierarchy as built upon "wealth and an inroorted <'l"istocracy either
directly or indirectly political" left out of account the variety of individual
talent in the city Pnd tre ease with which doors barricaded against the social
climber opened to the genuinely gifted newcomer.LO
The attitude

of Washinrton bluebloods after Worl'1 War I was not unlike

that of the post-Civil-Wat era.

Then they had wanted no tr11ffic with a "galazy

of diamonds with Mrs. Fernando Wood atti,ched to the hack of them"ul but welcomed
the scientists who took on assignments in the new federal burePux.

The culti vated

long-time resident in Washington of tre Jazz fge oreferred to disregard the
"smart set" but displayed cordiality to the new arrival whose accomolishments snd
good 1112nners qualified hirr. for membership in the Josmos Club.

Indeed in the eyes

of discriminating Washingtonisns election to the Cosmos Club prabably constit uted
an open sesame as effective as membership in the }'etropolitan or the Chevy Chase

39 Interview.if, llalph

w.

E. Shoemaker, 21 nay 60.

uO Rensselaer, .21!• cit., oo. 251, 271-72.
ul Olivia Letters, p. 320.

..
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clubs.

Certainly snobbish exclusirn fron delightful

ann

interesting social

gathPl'inr,s, official and non-official, was rarely the lot of tre charning albeit
not infrequently imoecunious scholers end scientists who came in the 1920 1 s,
sometimes as government employees, sometimes not. Social mobility was perh~ps
more -oronounced in Washington then in any big city of a nation marked by the
fluidicy- of its social clesses. 42
The Golden Calf had its worshippers in Washington as everywhere in the
United States, but neither wealth nor antiquity of family nor :important public
office was an essential prerequisite for social acceptance.

Ouriously enough

during an era in whic"fi bUBiness rode high in Pmerica, Washington's businessmen
commanded little sociel orestige, although the heads of the ~iggs bank,fortified
by sixty to sevent,, ye 11rs of controlling th? credit of oeople ostensibly more

oowerful, were listed in the Social Register; 1>nd once in, a person,& was usually

.'

safe for ion indefinite future.

After mid-1923 Washingtonii>ns, old and ne,r, like

thous::,n•ls of other Amen.cans, poked fun at the occasic,nsl gaucherie of the
farmer's son in the White House, just as they would have if he had once been a
hardware salesman, and just as they later took malicious delight in the elhowings
of Dolly Gann, the Vice-president's stout,loud-spoken sister and hostess, in her
determined and successful efforts officially to outrank Mrs. Longworth, the
wife of the Speaker of the House. 43 But pontificaters on precedrnce, the sociall_v
secure and the status seekers alike tacitly admitted by 1929 that they could not,
deey position to the intellectuals who little by little were transforming
WiJshington from a provincil'll city into a capital of world-wide Elisttnction.

02 Based on a series of interviews with neople

in Washington during the
1920 s. See also discussion in "Rowl;,nd P.erthoff, "The fmerican Social Order: A
Conservative Hypothesis," fmerican Historical 'l'leview, LXV, !pr 6o, 499-Slh.
1

L3 Seen. 38.
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President Hoover's "business administration," which seemingly should have
given new stature to all husinessmen, leaned heRvily upon the scientists and
social scientists in W11shington.

The President's brusque zeal to put everything

on a fool-proof, busines~like,scientifically efficient basis thus gave unexpected
importance to men versed in research.

Hoover wanted no traditional tol-de-rol

to interfere with scientific mPnagement, although sc:ience tlJ;,t failed to produce
the formulae let he expected was in his eyes not sciPntific; he lashed out Rt
some of the ~onogrmhs preoared by the Brookings Institute of F.conoMics which he
contended had cost the United States a million dollars yearly.

Yet he inaugurated

during his first months in office the studies that culminated in the many-volumed
Recent Social Trends, an invaluPble detailed an;,lysis of American resources and
modes of life.

In attempting to act upon his conviction that government was a

task for soeci?lists1 he strengthened the position of the expert in W:-shington.

44

Unwittingly he t:i::.e p;,ved the w~y for the New Deal br;,in-trusters.
During the post-war decade cave-dwellers ~nd the less self-consciously
elitP among old residents could observe the gradual ch11nge in the city but
could neither hasten nor halt it.

They could endorse warmly the recolTIJ1\endations

of a Frederic A. Delano and admire the clear thinking of a Harold Ifoulton, but
in e city of neerly half million souls their own wishes no longer counted.
Washington was no longer theirs.

44 Interview, Edwin G. Nourse, 15 Aor 60.

'CHJI.PTER XXII
THF. ADJUSTMENT OF LOJ/tL fIJ,1S TO NPTIONfL GO/LS, 1920- 1929
ft presiclentiPl election year elwPys stirred P flutter of excitement

in voteless Washington.

If/•s Sen11tor Bl.Pir prophesied in the 1890 1 s, long-

enforced political irresoonsibility hPd bred in her residents considerabl e
apathy Pbout governtng themselves, certPinly indifference did not extend t o
the outcome of P nPtionr•l election, for it WPS likely to 11ffPct every tarpsyer,
every wage- ePrner 11ncl, by enl:>rging or shrinking the clover fields, every
soeiPl butterfly in t,he Dietrict of ColumbiP.
dence mPrked the ~r,nths oreceding Nowni>er.

In 1920 hope without confiIrrespective of his convictions

or lPck of convici.l ons ;,bout the Le-ague of N;,tioni, ii;:sue Pnd other nPtion,-J.
problems, rlmost every 11dult in Waehingt~n first Pnd foremost wanted pepce,
preferably pei,,.e with plenty, but in eey case 11n end of tumoil.

With the

collPpse of '..he Red Scare in mid- summer, thPt desire looked more attainable
th11n it had e11rlier.

Weges in the building trades were still at wPr- time

levels--;,•, unhappily was the meagre 1)Ay-scPle of pPrmanent Civil Service
emoloyE:1is--snd business, though declining as some 16,000 temporsry w11r-

worke1s were dro'P"'ed from fPderal pPyrolls, h;,d not yet suffered. 1
Dist~ict officiPla struggled Plong on insdequate salaries but mPnPged
tn CPrry out PssentiPl se~vices for

A

city tJi aoproximPtely

oooulous thPn the WPshl.ngton of th,.ee yeP'"S before.
acting

~

25

percent more

The •commissioners,

officio as P Public Utilities Conmrl.esion, after prolonged

l Anl Rpt B of Tr, 1921, o. 99; Comrs Rots, 19?~, T, ?9 1 2?n, 1921,
h8; PPU11(7'ioug1Ps-;-~ Wag~ in !:!!!:_ United States, o . 376; f't;,r, 1
J an 21.
Po

t

:;

2

negotistions with corpor11ti0n officers Pn'l ll'wyers Pnrl

P

fiF:ht in the courts,

succeeded in estPblishing Pn PccentPhle cost h11sis for each utility comoPny
Pnd thP.n fixed rstes.

I more extrpordinrry feet, Com~issioner Bl-etn'llow Pnd

Genersl Kutz, fomerly 1-'rjor Kutz, who j n 1919 PgPin hec"11!P. Pngineer commissj oner, drPfted rnrl put into effect

P

zon5n~ ordinPnce; thanks to frequent

consultPtions with write citizens' Pnd Neg"'O civic 11ssocirtjons while the
maps were under prepPrPtion, it sPtisfied everyone Pnd indeed won the endorse~
,

..

ment of real estate firms from whom fierce ooposition hadlNltfo.tly seemed
inescepahle.

Moreover, Plthough hea:>"ings held in December 1919 ended in

limitinr. the fpceral share of District Pppropriations to

40

percent instead

of the theoretical former 5'0 percent, the new fiscPl act provided for a
slidinP, tax rate thst permitted the conrnissioners later to lower the then
rPte of ~1.95 on every fl()() of assessed v11luation.~ The Boflrd of EducPtion,
on the other hPnd, Pncountered bitter criticisms d1,rinp; the spring of 19~
for not reanpointjng Suoerintendent of Scrools Edward Ttmrston, 11 well-meaning

61/1: ineffectuPl,
Conkling Bruce

P6

unimaginP tive nrti ve Washingtonian, Pn<l for retaining F.oecoe
lssietPnt ~upt>r:I ntenrlent of th.- oolored schools in spite

~

ofANPg~o PPrents League dem~nde for his ouet~r.

ThP Pnimoeities Proused

reached 8\>cr lengths that P Clifford Berrymrn cPrtoon in t h e ~ deoicted
P city too engroesed in

P

Senate reoort on the school fight to reed the

forecasts of nationP.l convention results.

ThP controversy unfortunPtely

2
Comrs Rots, 1919, p. 5, 1920, po. 5-7, 11, 1921, p. 48; ~ , l Jen
20; Brownlow, Psseion f£!: AnonymitYj PP• 90- 99; ~ Rec, 66.:;, 2s, oo, 14445h; Anl Rpt ~ !!_! !!, 19?0, oo. 13- 14, 113-15, 183- 86; H Comtee on D.C,,
Hearincs "Fil'CPl R.elPtions between the u.s. Pnd D.~.," 6i<;c, 2S, PP• 3, 11718, 13 - 51, 247-13, 10, l?, 15, 16 r.ec 19; Schllllick..'6ier, The Dist~_!!!
ColUl"bis, It£ Goverrl!"f'nt rncl J.dministr.iti on, oo. ~ - 580
....;..--"'---

-------

'

=
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entered into the question of who was to SllCcePcl Giiynne Gardiner as District
commis~oner.

Gerdine,. hPcl resigned lete in 1919; in MPy the Senate refused

to confirm President Wilson's nominee for the post, the public-spirited
Dr, John Vi,n ~chPick,

the school hoard,

I'

fomP."" n"esident of the ~!onde), Evening Club and of

} victim of the MoPns i,ffPir, the President's cPndidate

wes Plso umrelcome to conservPtiveF in the bnsiness col!ll'lunity,

Although

he possessed mrn,y of the quPlitiee of e John Joy Edson, VPn Scheick was a
UniversPlist minister, not

P

bRnker, Pnd not, PS hie detractors pointed out,

a Wa_shingtonien of forty years' rPAirlence; Pnd he wai, tRint«'d, Senator "Ppt·•

HPrl"ison 11rgued, with

P

ff'Preome brend of J\'ontla.v F.vf'ning Club "radicalism, ,,3

But the ~epuhlicPn Sf'nPte•s rejection of Pll Prf'eirlent Wilson's nominees
for Pll offices )$ft the boPrd of commissioners minus one mPn et

P

time

when problems were mPny,
J.

More serious loss befell in September:

Louis Bro~mlow resigned to

become city rn.~nager of Petersbu'!"g, Virginia, a ci-cy- of 30,000 souls, where
he would recPive

P

s!'lPry of fl0,0'10, twice the sum Congre:;e sllOlfed the

administrativf' head of a city of 426,ooo and the capital of the nation.

One

of ril' lPst sets PS col!ll'lieeioner wee to E'O-point en Interreciel Committee
of rminent citizens to explore waye of improviill; connunicstion between white
Rna colored WPshington; Pfter Brownlow•s deoPrtu,.e the committee fell apart.
Since thP Senate

WPS

not in session that rut111nn, two interim sopointees>

Hiss Mi>bel Boe~dmPn f'tld J. ThilmPn Hendrick, accented office es collll!lissiom~rs.
Miss BoerdJIIPn,

P

rPther over-power-looking womPn who~e high POJ!1PSdour Pdrled

3 StPr, 19, ?3 Feb, 12, 13, 17 .. 20, 21 H:-r, lQ, ?2 Apr, 26, 27 r-<sy, 6,
10 Jun 20; Ree, l'( Jan, 13, 20 !-'Pr 2n; S '.:omee on D. J,, Hrgo, "The l'omin:-t:1 on of 'lr, John Ven SchPick, Jr., to b!' P Cornr of the n of c," pPssiln,
i>nd especiPlly op. 5-9, Sf,...59, RO; interview Rro,mlow, 19 Sep 590

ri,

4
to her Victoril'n -..il~n, WPS Pone-time member of President Roosevelt's
Housing Corunittee but in 19?0 Wl'S hest known as the cr.ief organizer of the
women's Volunteer Services of the ft111Prican P.Pd Croes; Hendrick was P Heshington
stockbroker scPrcely known at Pll outside the city's financial circles. 4
Every WaehingtoniPn, Comnisrloners Boa.,.dmPn "nd Hendricl< -orohPbly "" klePnly
as anyone, felt thPt P stPlemate obt?ined in District pffPirs.

Meanwhile,

in a bedroom Pt the White House behind closed doors, an l'iling nresident,
how ill scarcely P cloz<.>n people knew, PWPited with dreadful anxiety the
decisjon of November

4.

The elPction of Warren Gamaliel HPrding snPnped much of the tension in
the capital.

Staunch DeMocrPts were naturally hadly dissonointed end perhaps

more thPrl P few knowledgeable Republicans secretly shared the opinion d$
Mrs. Longworth lPte"r exp"ressed1

"Harding was not a bPd mPn. He was just a

slob."' But most Washingtonians were gled st least to have the waiting over.
A Board of Trade spokeemPn probsbly described the general etste of mind

correctly:
fpverish uncertainty, P reluctant looking for P something that every
mPn and woMPn hoped might never come, has heen the condi t·ion attendant
uoon the passing days of the yesr. We Pre lookinp- forward to the
haopy ti111e, when, ,mtler new Pn-' settled C('nditi ons, the business and
pler1SU,.P1S of our pPoole, their t'-011ghts, hones Pnd Psoi,.11tions mPy once
mo-re be Plong norml'l lines; and unreet Pn-' I.W.W.-ism rrtPY become unknown
in t~e univerePl endePvor to uobuiltl our 1ntlustries and m;,nhood, and
CUTtsil our Pll too lPrge mtionsl debt. 6

ft

Workingmt>n Pncl rovernment clarks were unnoubtedly lees con.-:erncd with

4 Brownlow, ~• ~ . , pp. 96-99; interview Bro~mlow, 23 Feb 60;
Comre Rpte, 1920, p. 5; Anl Rpt ~ 2f Tr, 1920, po. 54, 131.

5 Longworth, Crowded Hou.,.s, o. 325.
6 ftnl Rpt ]!

2f !!:, 19?0, P• 131.

•
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reduction of the nstionrl deht thPn with earning a decent living, and a number
of local businessmen for s tiir.e tended to.:Prd pessimism, but Pll classes of
society, white 11nd colored, 1mpeared to relax visibly rs the winter wore on. 7
With the apT)roPcr of the inaugurrt: on fin fli ~ of 8lmost forgotten
festivity settled over the city.

It was dl'!llnened but not extinguished by

an "econO!!ly howl in Congress" which persuPded the President-eloct and the
inf!ugural oom~itw.e to cancel plms for an elaborPte parade and an inaugural
ball.

The husiness llump and the consequent drop in employment which had

struck most of the country had not yet pffected ~he c1>pitPl; gratitude for
th~ reprieve--esc,me, the um,ary could cPll it--, heightened W:>shington 1 s
enjoyment of the golden sunlight noodinl!' the city on }lprch I,, 1921. Shock
at sifht of the wasted figure sePted beside the ebullient, handsome H8rding
when the oresidential limousine rolled do,m Pennsylvania PVenue silenced the
on-lookers momentPri ly, but pity And regrets -yielded quickly to interest in
what lRy ahead.

The new President's inaugurel i>ddress contained nothing

stPrtling unless it were his statement thst "the Negroes of ~merica •••
have eerned the full measure of citizenship bestowed; that their sacrifice
in blood on the battlefields of the Reoublic heve entitled them to all
freedom Pnd ouportunity, all syi,:pethy Pnd Pid thPt the /merican soirit of
.

8

fairness Pnc! j l18tice demi>nds." Negroes were elated; "lily-whites" were
not rlisturbed.

That nipht, w.ile colored society celebrated at a l.Prge

receotion and ,. dence i>t "Convention Hall," two other non-official balls
took pl.Pee, one" bfonrfit for the Child Welfare ~ociety S'Ponsored by the

7 Ibid., p. 104.
8 l'ler, S, 12 }'Pr 21.

•
6

wife of the newly deposed Vice ?resident, ~rP. Thomrs MPrshall, the other a
privPte dance given for sorr.e ~ix hundred GOP merrymPkPrs by "Ned" McLean,
chrirmPn of the inPUll\trPl colll"ittee.

If on that occasion ¥rs. McLean wore

the fpr.ous Hopf' dil'J!!ond, itF. reputed ev:l l powers m:,y h:-ve sePmed to the
superstitious to Pccount for the ills toot two yeprs later overwhelmed
several of the party. Mrs. Harding herself, Pn Prch beli0.ver in the rightnes!" of the clPirvoyPnts she sometimes consulted, eppPrently had no forebodings. 9
SprinP,time in WPshington, i>long whose tree-lined streets in 1921
people still walked for plea81ll'e, exercised peculirr charms that year. For
the first time thP WPr receded into the distPnt pi>st.

The very sight of the

ooen gates of the White FouPe grounds inviting the world to walk and drive
in snd out freely lightened the atmosphere; on Easter Yonday children and
Easter eggs arPin dotted the lawns.

"BPlloon men," wrote a SenPtor 1 s wife,

"with their r11inbow-colored balls floating lightly above them in great
clusters, end vendors of flowers stend on every corner; the Jppanese cherry
blossoms, P

IIU'SS

of fraRrrnt bloom, border the n11sin Pnd speedway above the

Potomac ~.iver; the starry dogwood ecattrrs its 'OPtals in Rock Creek Park;
and wietPria, d~o~oing Pnd fePthery, hangs over doorways r-nd oorches, Pnd
clouds the rotunda at lrlington."

Newly sonointed federsl officials took

up their duties with leisurely zest, while with still grePter enthusiasm
wives new to Washington society set abrut mastering the mysteries of etiquette
in the capital.

10

9 ~ . , 5 MPr 21; f'ulliv,11n, Our Times, VI, up.
(:rowrled HoUBs, P'O , 32?-24; Star, 6, 9 Mer ?l.

; Longworth,

lO Star, 20, 28 1·Pr 21; Frances PPrkinson Keyes, ~~ from !
Senator's Wife, o. 191.
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Nor did the pervesive gaiety evaporate when the country-wide business
depression rt>PChPd Wl'lst-.inpton in the early summPr.

11

NPtion11l Music Week"

in June hrought topether on the Fllipse an ass embly of school children such
es

the ci t1r hi,d not seen since the home-corning welcome for the Army of the

Potomac in Mey 186,.

ThE! chorus of more th!in

Sn,ooo children's voices

carrying the strains of the star-Spangled Bann~ fror thP elm-bordered rim
of the Ellipse to the flag-draped grandstand nerr tht> Monument evoked
emo1;j on in everyone from trie rlignitaries SUJ'rounding the President snd Mrs.
Harding to the humblest parent on the outskirts of the 11udiE!nce

0

Week after

week the hesebsll diPmonds Pnd tt>nnis C"1rts lPid out on the Ellipse and the
Monument grounds and the new nine-hole golf course in EPst _?otomac pPrk were
filled with light-hearted plPyers, although dark-skinned citizE!ns, by order
of the Nortr-Carolina-born collr"issioner of public grounds, were allowed to
Play only on Tut>sday afternoons end were never permitted to use the equsl~
pooular bathing heach at the tidal basin. But few people, white or colored,
we,.e ready to olunpe into the ardnous task of reJ'llaking the city's social

order.

Offjcial Waalungton, on the contrary, in delighted dedication to

norm;,lcy Pmbrked thst autumn U'OOn a whirl of parties !'lbnomal even by
pre- war standards. 11
The business co1m1unity, however, faced troublf>s.

President Harding's

l"O"lOintment of Cuno Rudolph ancl the stolid, bushy- mustPchioecl James F, Oyster
as District COMriE>s1onE!rs, it is trne, nlPPl'ed thP 'Roard of' Tr1>de:

hoth were

local mPrchrnts w~se ol"trodoxy ensured g?"e11ter considPration of Washington's
busines:o interests thPn coul".l be e:xpectecl from men irbued with Ponrlay Fvening

11 Comrs Rpt,, 19:?l, op.#1-1.I ; Washington Tribune, 16 Jul ?l; Strr,
4 Jun, 20 Nov ?l; Keyes, 2R• £!!:., op, 190-259.
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Club iclPas.

The very nhrPse

i>oc1 Pl betterment" d"'OOOPd out of WPshingtoniims 1

vocrbulPry.

Rut nronounceMPnts phout the ripht to worv Plld the necessity of

reducing w11ges in the building trades failed to prevent

fl

precioitous decline

in building operPtions, the f!opearance of unemnloyment f'ncl the rise of

bootlegging.

The COl!ll!lissioners 1 report thet building pennits for new con-

structjon in 1921 hPd dropped hy some 741 below the 1920 figure c11Used real
estPte brokers uneasiness.

The growing improbability that Congress would

reestablish the equal shPrlng of District exoenses w11s far from reassuring
to taxoPy11rs.

Furthermore, the newly estPblished federPl BurPau of the

Budget heel Pl-reedy oered thP District cofftl'lirl'l oners I estwates more ruthlessly than the House subcomrd.ttee on District PonropriPtions had in the
psst.

Fven the comr-issioners' annuPl reports were cut from five volumes to

one in order to

SPVe

money.

Discussion rmonr husinesslll!!n about bringing

light industry into the District ororluced no tPnpible results, Pnd lPck of
sufficient hotel spPce threatened to defeat endepvors to recapture the convention trade.o Unless Congrees were to 11dopt

P

lPrge-scale' federal building

program and increase thE' ourchasing ool-ier of gove..,nnent clerks hy a reclPsFi•.
ficati.on of salPries, the city's economic futu"e looked perilous. 12
Confronted with that situation, the Boprd of Trade and the Cl'l81Tlber of
Co111J11f'l'Ce unc>ertook a reaoprPisrl of their goPls and methods of pursuing them.
Strident demands for lf'rger eopropriPtions were obviously futile in view of
conrressionPl stress upon ec<X1omy Pn<! efficiency.
'

ThP one Wf1Y to safegurrd

~mrs Rpts, 19?1, op. S, 38, 118, 19?2, P• 39; ~ Rpts !!, 2£ ,Tr, 1920,
l'l. 5)·, 1921, Pf• 6, ~/'io3-01;"'¼9,;n;;a,,np. 99 d 137-L0; Paul L. Benjamin, 11 NPw
Brooms," Survey, XLVII, 11 Feb 22, op. 756-57; Board of }.-anagers, Assoc. Charities, 1'1inutes, 8 Jun, 13 Oct 21, tyoeecriots in files of Y-'ar>ily Welfare
Society (herel!fter cited PS Jls Ch Minutes).
12
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Weshington's. future, businessmen a.,,o<'rently concluded, was to select cpre=
fully objectives th,t would i>ppPal to netioni>l nri rle in the n2tioni>l cenital
end to discerd at least temporarily ell projects that mifht seem to nonresidents to hE'nefit WsshingtoniPns exclusively,

Congress must be wooed

sssic!uously, citizens' corplRints PVen Pbout texes must be toned down, and
pri.vete enterorise must yield grecefully to whatever Congress decided nPtl.onal
interest required.

The b>1siness-nrl nded col!tl"issioners 11nd the 'Aoard of Trade

still felt its co111M.ittees wel.l quPlified to offer the "city counc~l" on the
Hill constructive recommendPtions, but Pfter 1921 the querulous note disaope11red from the reports Pnd oroposals submitted by busines~ groups,

The

list of what Wi-shinrtoni1ms should seek, nre1nunPblv Prranged in order or
importPnce

hy

President ThomPs Bradley of the Board of Trade in 192?, is in

itself suggestive:

first,

p

better understending betwr-en peoole of the

District of Columbie Plld members of Congress, second, e thorough restudy
of fiscPl rel ations, third, the completion of e second equPduct and the
installation of P hi gh pressure weter system, fourth, Pdequate school facilities, and tlwn P half dozen desiderata ranging from extension of pPrkways
and upkeep of the streets and avenues to District representPtion in Congress
and votes for presidential electors.

The omissions from this list ere

88

reveeling es the relative il'loortance asfignPd to the go11ls enumerated;
welfere services 2nd Plley-dwelling received no 111P.ntion at a11.13
In 192? a sudden ups1fing in business dispelled prope>rty-owners'
latent anxirties. Whether thP subtle shift in attitude exemplified by the
P-0ard of TrPde g2ve birth to the city's widesorePd mFterial prosperity of

13 ~~~of Tr, 1922, on. 37-38.

'

.,
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the next seven ye11rs or whether it

WRS

merely P by-product of the country-

wide boom wss a question lePding citizen~ rPrely out to themselves.

were what mattert>d Pncl those, hy 1>no lPrge, wt>re g-rstif:vinp.

Results

For, with the

exception of thP hPnoful of OPoplP who ~rorkeo closPly with the Wf>lfsre
Pgencif>s, few upoer cl!lss Wsshingtonirns realized thPt in the mid-twenties
bitter WPnt Pgain ruled in some neighborhoods.U T1>xpayers were disappointed
1>t the PdE1M11nt refusal of Congress to restore the half-and-half fiscal
relPtionship; Pnd by 1925, tlith the fi:xing of the federal contribution et
the flpt sum of t9,ono,000--11bout 27 percent of the Dist"1..ct•s total budget-permanent residents were put to it to swallow their indignation.

But cries

of ooverty sounned hollow in a city in which private property wPs rising
r11oidly in v11lue, unemployment was no longer obvi.ous Pnd the bonded indebtedne~s of 1~78 hPd bePn p11id off.

Moreover, by raising the federa:/Jcale some

10 percent in the upper brPckets of thE'

a vil Service

Pnd as much es 50

oercent in the lower, Cone:ress in 1923 eased the pinch for Pbout 80,000
government employees in Washington rnd contributed in that usy d:lrectly to
the city's well-being.15
ThP value of huilctt.ng CC'nstroction in 1922 dc-ublf>d th11t of the yesr
before, in 1923 reached P rew high, Pnd hy 1925, with nel>I'ly ~63,000,000
of orivPte buil"ing recorded, stood at over four times the figure of 1921.
Accomoaeying this e,cppnsion crme P new and obViously orofitable method of
developing rePl estate; instesd cif the individual prospective homeowner's
buying ~is lot, negotisting his lo~n and then erecting his house, canpaniea

l4 ?'!i:l'!iites, T\n<rtl of ttam,g=, Asee.i-~ C h ~ , 13 Jpn 26, oo. _
3-4, 10 ¥.ar 26, o. 4, 12 J11n 27, p. 5, tyee=l:.'!.-l:l~n---u"t)SSee;."'i!,o.,,"1-of n.c.
Fam;~-~•rWliif'lll e S,:t~~·he-reirfi'e~e'lt-;n,-Ae-Ng.>s-r.ti-mi-t.sa~

15 Comrs' Rpts, 19~2, p. 39, 19?7, o~. 1-3; lnl R2ts ~ 2f. !!:, 1925,
01'. 11- }.2, 63i 1926, p. 42;. Star, 3l... Dec 24, 31 ~c25; u.s. Stat. !l Lerge,
XLII, Pt I, 6rc, 4S, Ch 26~,q"l!ar :.,,.
·
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or contractors olanned, built, planted the grounds t1hout new residences end
then sold ti-em. While Ppartment houses multiplied, new luxury hotels spreng
up not only in the heart of the ci. t.y hut Plso jn arei,s like that in tlhich

1.....A

the Warc!man~Prose, locPlities too remote to attract patrons until private,
.
'
....
..
.
.
automobiles and taxis had become conronnlaces. Encoi?rpged by the reviving

.
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s~ fifty- eight schoolhouses, oolice rnti fire deP!'rtment ot11tions :>nd
.
.
other municipPl ~ ~ s11~ted,-~1¼P ~ Signe of !:!~shinj?ton 1 s
....

nrw impartrnce

iR

tile
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(elso too'k visible

c, ~.,L.t

. -r
~ ~""' ~.... 1"!?. ~. '
/On the site1.o~~
e\rw.
W~-Corcorii&-,co--:'i'

form in stpne Pnd brick 11nd mortPr.

UH)

,q,..~

mens~ on f';,ciag l e f a ~ equP.re ro:,e the rew h.-adquarters of the United
States Chamber of Commrrce; constructed, the Board of Trade noted approvingly
under "the l\merican PlPn • • • on the basis of the open shop." Nearby on
Jackson PlPce the philPnthropist ~ohert
building to provide revenue for

P

c.

Brookings put uo an office

recently founded center for economic research.

Not far froin..theUcio~·-s·t·Ption plaza the J'cacia In~;:-1!~~;-;,mprny erected its----.,
l

handsome offices, rnd next to the famous Old F.bbitt House the National Press
., Club's new ten- story bnilding added metropolitm dignity to the business
~--~~-=:~~~:_1:~~~;'.~~~-,?-:.2.:~-~:-~~~:-~:l-to~_::spects, If many
11n old Washi~toniPn mourned the demolit'on of the red-brick--✓
houses P.ichardson
hed built for Henr:v AdSJ11e Pnd John

16

tn! ~ote ! ~ 1::, 19?3,

1923, P• 49, 1924,
Aug 25.

o.

50, 1925,

o.

FJ;,v

rnd th!> e11bstitution of .the
etone
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oo. 30- 31; 81- ~S; Comrs Rpts, 192?, L7- 48,

55, 19?8,

P.

52, 1929,

P.

·52; ~ • 15
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Hay-fdams hotel towering .-hove Lptrobe I s "Church of the Pr<?sidPnts" l'cross
,the WPY, SPtisfpction ?t this proof of modernity tempered the dismPy of
people less concPrned about historic end literary lsndmarks. 17
For Fome of this burgeoning growth the Board of Trade took credit.
With the NPW York stock rMrket offerinr, strong counter-attractions to investors,
the boPrcl's carefully orgPnizecl P-:!veiltising of Washington's unique advantages
mPy well hPve r,wcie
~

P

difference.

Copies of

P

profusely illustrated, bound

of Washington were sent to Pll co~ressmen Pnd olrced on all Pullman

trains coming into the city; in addition, in
out ·25,ooo "boostPr" PPllIPhlets.

f

P

single yea~ the boPrd mailed

convention bureau formed in cooperation

with other buainesf' t1esociPtions re1roed its first rlisconcerting rewards in a
gpthering of srn,e

25,ono

hooded white-robed Ku Klux KlPnsmen in the sUllll'ler

of 1925; fortunPtPly the showy pp-..ade Pntl thP cerPmon;y held on ~e l!onument
grounds occPsioned no anti-Negro or Pnti-Catholic demonstrations.
satisfactory Pdve:rtiaement of the city

~~/v.,U.
~~~~in the spring

WM d.

f

more

of 1927 when

the Japruiese cherry trees eround the tidal basin were in full bloom; the
success o1' thPt first Cherry Bloesom festival, albeit minus queens and noets,
mPde it an annuPl Pvent thereafter;

Board of Trade directCl!'s Pnd C011111'.ittee

mPmbers cultivated close ties with the United States Chrmber of Commerce;
the boPrd 1 s counselor to the nPtionPl bo'7 becPme s coveted and infiuential
oost.

The infomPl PlliPnce strengthened the force of ~ecommendations the

two rrouos 111Pde jointly to Congress but Pt th~ sane time, by focuscing
attention on nat•onPl questions, tencled to w,eaken interest in Washington ' s

17 ~~~of ,!r, 1923, no. 31- 32, 192A, p. 64; StPr, 31 Dec 27.

,
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its cue fror the Poerd of TrPde, gave such matters scPnt space; only lPrgescPle ~'!Eif;;;;:::•~,:;;:.~.[21:0perPtions were worthy of the cPpitPl, pPrticulsrly st a
time when, des-oite the Teeoot tome oil scPn•lPls of 1923, "big business"

WPS

commanrling thf' r1>eoe ct PS well PS the envy of l'lillions of J\l'lE'ricPns, includj_ng
18
their r1>,;reaentstives in Conp;ress.
The P.oard of Trane took sorcipl pride in its dePlings with the.legislature.

In 1924 Pfter the netional election prol1lised the continuation of

"Coolidge prosperity, 11 the board secretary celled "particul;,r Pttention

to the rapidly growing friendliness on the pert of Congress toward tl¥!
District of Col'Ull'thia, especially when its needs Pre presented to them by
repreeentstiv1>s from the P.oerd of Trade.

Meubers of Congress realize that

our orgPniZPtion j_s working unselfishly for the broad development of the
city

as P

whole, enrl are reedy' Pnrl Willing st Pll times to give us every

consirlerl'tion. 1119 That sE'nstCll's And congres!'men elected by urban conetituen~
ciea were able to PppreciPte urban oroblems better thPn did a Pat Harrison

of Mississippi ore Ben Johnson of Kentucky wss probehly e more significant
factor then the blendishmenta of any Waahingtonirn in winning that conaidPrPtion, but thPt it rli~ increPae notebly in the ~1n-l920's was undeniable.
Jnd after rll frO'I" 1925 onward, increases in e-opropriations for the District
would not cost the federal TrePsury Pnything additional.
However exPggerated the ideas of the Board of Trade mPy have been
about its own PCcomplishments, it was the most powerful local organization
in the District.

J.s the p:estige of the Washing\.cn Ch~mber of Collll"eroe

18 Anl Rots Jl of Tr, 1924, po. 2?, 41 1-l,7, 1925, PP• 10, 12, 1928,
StPr, A, 9 /ug2>, 3 Aor 27, ?7 Mar.29.

19 ~ Rot ~ of
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slow:cy shrank for w11nt of publicity, the influence of the parent organization rose.

Nevertheles!' individual members stood out far less prominent:cy

thPn in the early yes~s of the century. With the possible exception of the
WPrm-hearted, public-spirited Edward F. CollPd~, board presidE>nt in 1924,
no official of the :VOUJlfer generation 11chieved the stature in the 00!11"unity
of a John Joy Edson, 11 ChPrles Glover, 11n
Warner; very few took

Pn

s.

W. Woodwsrd or even a Brainerd

Pctive part in guidirg the city's chPrities and

even fewer in promot1ng her cul'lnral Pspiratioll5.

Only three of the directors

under fifty yPBrs of age were listed in the SociPl RegistE'r.

The board was

11 business orgPni7ation, increAsingly dcimin!'ted by men distinguished only
in the field of business.

A

hplf dozen chrrter mrmhers still served

occasionPlly on co111mittees, but leadershio pPssed to younger snd less
colorful men, many·of whom showed no discernible feeling for "old Washington,"
although twenty-one of the fi.fty•one directors elected between 1919 and 1927
were native sons or born in the µnmediste vicinity. 20 The merchants, builders,
real estate brokers, lawyers Pnd bankers who determined board policies undoubted:cy believed to a llll'n that they were "working unselfishly for the
broAd development of the city PS e whole, 11 but PS a group they Pimed at
objectives et once nPrrower Pnd b~osder then those of 6itizeru, 1 AssociPtions,
the Monday F'ven1J1€' Club, imd church societies.

In seeking, for example, to

lower living costs by reducing wages, especiP-lly in the building trades, to
"keen government out of business" snd simultaneously to persuade Congress to
Put~orize the cutting of msin highwPye through the lPnd set esirie for the

---------20 Ibid., 1919-1929, lists of officers; Who's Who in the Netion11l
CapitPl, 1921-1929; Nationel Cyclopaedie 2f Amer1c11n Biograplf, 1920-1929;
~ashine;ton Socirl Register, 1,21, 1927.

,

15'
Walter Reed hospitel Pnd thl"Ough the grounds of the So,ldiers Home,,. t h e ~
i.-1. ~,,..u:, 1- ~ to Ja'-tk-<,1,4, /Q.
board betrPyPrl itB shorteighterlnei;s;,(in vigourounly endorsing the zoning

.,,.,,,.el,

ordinPnce, in fighting to orevent oollution of stre11ms, nromoti.ng projects
for the

II

City Jlellutiful" anti in underscoring the wisdom of including the
-'I

MIII'ylllnd Pnd Virginia suburbs ir. futur:; i:,lanning Sor the CPpit.?1, the BoPrd
of T:ade showed long-r11nge vision.

21 ~ -- ~

" ,y end the District comThe r!"lport betw0en the husir:ai:s com'"lllli'1'
misPionf>rs endurf>d with scarcely

P

serious break. When oojections arose to

the reappointment of Rudolph and Oyster fro~ people who believed both men
were using t~eir office to rromote their CMn busines~ interests, the Board
of Trade uoheld them. Probably as" gesture of conciliPtion, in 1925 the
COlllT'iss: onPrs llgreed to the establishment of ii Ci tize·n s Advisory Council

to reoresent the CitizPns Pn1 Civic llssocirtions>but its members hed no
euthority. Upon Oyster's de11th his successor ran into trouble.

Fully

subst11ntieted ch11rges in Congress thl>t he WPS gu1lty o~ exPcting exorbitant
legal fees far routine eervices to D.1.strict petif>nts at the VeterPns'
,;
HosoitPl Pnd St. F.lizabeths forced h5m to resign in 1926. But his re-plPcement, Proctor L. Dougherty, Pn insu,.ance coino!ley executive, Pncl Sidney
Talliafe"'O of the 'ti.gr,s bPnk~who succePded Rudolph lPtf>r in the year> restored

a lPrge meaF11re of public confidence.~ When asked thirty years later Pbout
the comniesionera' chief nroblema between 1926 and 1930 Dougherty replied,
"There we,.e no problems."

Jlthough he Pnrl his Pssooiates evinced less social

consciousnese thPn hPd the journalists whom Preeidf>nt Wilson hpd apoointed,

21
Jnl Rpts ~ o.f Tr, 1922, pp. 20-?l, 1924, oo. 4h-lt7, 175, 1925, po.
1926,up. ?8, 90, 96-97, 1929, po. 38-39.
22
Herald, l?, 15, 18, 19, 26 Mar 2L; ~ , 23, 25 Mar, 5', 8, 25 lpr,
2, 26 Jul 26.
.

.f,
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the disPOpePrPnce of PgitPtion for Home Rule Pnd the grPdual slowing of
the drive for reoresentPtion in Coeyress indicated P general acceotance of
the eiisting regime. 23 UnusuPlly long touri> of duty for the three successive engineer collllllisrioners ensured

P

cont;nuity of construction experience

imoortPnt to P city in wt-ich P five-year bPck-log of bsdly needed public
works mid sccumulPted during Pnd Pfter the wPr.
huilding everything rPn smoot1'ly.

Is seen from the District

The BoPrd of TrPde e:mressed its wishes,

Congress authorized lsrger exoenditures of locPl tpxpeyers' money, Pnd the
commissioners were Pble to 1ncreese the police force, in 19?5 lPunch P fiveyear school building progrPm, graduPlly extend th! sewPge system into
rspidly building- up eections of the city, Pnd enlrrge the water suoply by
completing Pnother reservoir and e second conduito 24
The ever-rising volUJUe of private cars, trucks Pnr! buses hurtling
along the streets constituted the nearest Ppproech to pn insoluPble problem.
In 1921 end 19??

P

good mPny people still walked to Pnd fr0111 work, but as

;, growing pooulPtion soread out further end further, more and more people
drove or rode.

The rush of l!IO'ling vehicles Pnd the menace to life and limb

they represented for oedeetriens took most of the olePsure out of walkil'€o
Agreement thPt the eutomobile hrd come to stay did not lessen horror at
"vehiculPr cesuPlties, "--in 1921 elone 65 peoole killed and 70 seriously
1njured--all 1n l!'Oite of P new regulPtion reouir5ng M~licPnts for driving

23 Interview, Proctor L. Dougherty, 11 Aor /,I); Anl ~t.s B of Tr
1923, op. 33-34, 77, 1925, o. 16, 1926, op. 9, 43, 52-'51; Lowe'l.I f.'lel!ett,
'~lhy Cen 1t These TPmPyers Vote?", Collier's Magazine, LXXIII, 19 Jan 24,
pp. 19-20.
24 /nl Rp s B of Tr, 1923, on. 117-18, 12i'>-31, lli9-50, 1924, pp. 24-25,
107- 08, llio,192, po:-8;-92.93, 121, 1926, pry. 70, 94, 1928, p. 76; Comrs
Rpts, 1924, PP• 26, 56, 59, 1925, PP• 1- 2, 61, 1926, pp. 20, 6o, 1928, P• 280

5

,
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permits to p::,es an exPmin:>tion.

InstPllatl.on of adclition;,l traf~ic lights

end somewhat stricter enforcement of the 2?-milee-an-hour soeed limit
gr;,dually reduced accic'ents until the nearly 9,400 recorded for 1925 fE>ll
to 11,138 for 19<'8, but in the interval Listrict motor vehicle registrations
rose to 148,550 Pnd two years later topped 173,6oo; the tally of course did

not include f.!prylr?nd and Virginia corw-uters' cars nor those of the endless
l'tre~rn of :tonrists.
~ ~-:'~S
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Drivers unPble to find legitimate parking spi-ces in the heart of the
city left their CPrs Pll day on the Fllipse below the White House or on the
Mell ;,bout the tempos.

"The entire Mall Perk, B'ncluding the Smithsonian

groundi/ 11 nrotE>sted the Fine Jrts Co111!'1ission in 1929, "hPB bec0111e 110 openair gPrPge; in the Department of Agriculture grouncls Putomobiles are oPrked
.
26
on the graes." Ancl P lPrge 11rea of Poto11l3C l>i>rk wap fenced off for cars.
Yet the inadequate service pffo~ded by the trolley compPnies Pnd the l~ck
of a subway system sePmed to justify the use of private :>utomobiles even
while motor bus lines multiplied.

Until a merger of the street railwPy

companies received congreseional epprovel in 1930, no one had high hopes
for improved nublic trPnsit.

In 1929, of the people who rode to work in

down-to·wn Washington, only 3h.3 percent used nublic conveysnces, whereas
in Kt>nsas City Pnd 1-'ilwsukee, citi<>s with the next sm11llest number, the
fif'urE>s stood at

45.5 and 50.3 percent ree-oectiveq. ~t!qo 1

0

,ias&...;g:..i.#tSil

25 Star, 1 Jpn, 31 Dec 23; Cornrs Rots, 1Q21, I, op. 26-27, 212, 1925,
P• 2B-29, 1927, o. 311 1928, W• 7, 12, 31, 1931, P• 9; }nl Rote B of Tr,

1923, pp. 187-88, 19241 9!>• li8- 20, 16A, 173, 1925, p. 9;
MagPzine,. XXXIII, /'ug 1925, pp. 129-32.

::0111l'S

26 Rpt Fine f,rte Co1'1"1, 19?9 (1 J~n 1926 to
Rpt, 1925, P• 30.
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Every hig Pmericsn city

hAd

her

shi>re of

, but llhPt the "'lorrd of Trade called thP "best municipl'l govern.
a7
ment" in thP UnitPd f:tPtes WPS unrble to nrovide :-n Pnswerr--

w~,fo,,.,

In thP lllf'sntime discrePt pressure upon Congress to resume the nurchese
of lmd for pPrks Pnd carry further the execution of the McMillPn commission
plen ci>me from mPey sourcee.

The c2mpnign begnn

wi>s instPlled in the White HoUFe .

I'S

soon es President Harding

Tht' wPr hPd not cut off Pll appropria-

tions for such work as drainage of the Pnacostia flats, but the sums of
money hPd been Sl!!Rll, only driblets hl'd gone into extension of tlie pi>rk
system 2nd eince 1916 no proposal for conotruction of new depsrtmentPl
buildit!f,B other than tE!J!loos hl'd received ec•rious consideration. 28 In the
ear~ nost-war yesre coI111:rPssionPl determinP~·on to redtlce the nPtional debt
before embnrking U\'.)On fresh expenditures to te2utify the capital alarmed
people fearful lest inection continue until coots beceme so high that
imoortsnt feptures of the originPl plsn could n~ver be rpalized. Members
of the Fine Prts Co111111ission, it is true, declerei thpt thPy were not "concerned with the rate of nroyress; thpY Pre vitell,· concerned tlwt the progress
shrll be PlWPys toward thP gorl set in 1792 lilnA Pgrin in 1901. 11 But they
,=,lso rPco17nized thr dl'ngers of dPll'y.

"Jill sorts

o i'

suggestions are being

27 Herald, 16 Dec 25; ~ . .31 Dec 2.3, 22 Mar 2;); ~ Rpts _!! 2f '.!!,
1924, p. 69, 1928, p. 14; Civic Comment, No. 15, l Seo 27; Roderick McKenzie,
The Metropolitan .::OlllFlUIUty, p. 282; S Dis Comee, HParinrs on Merger of Street
Reilways in the District of Columbia, 66C, JS, to 71C, 2S (bound volume in
Senate District Collll!littee, Comee Room, S Office Bldg).
28 Comre Rpts, 1927, o. 55, 1918, P• 61; !s?!s 12:!1.£ l'rts Coll!!1l, 1918
(1 Jul 16 to 1 JM 18), pu. 5-10, 27, 1919 (1 Jan lg to :::0 Jun 19), oo. 16, 18,
2L- 25; ~Rots!! of.:!!, 1919, o. 20, 1920, po. 116-17, 1921, po. 87- 90, 120.

19

made for improvements

pnd

ch;,nges.

!-!any of these new projects are based on

the desire of individl ;,ls to exploit themselves.

Others fire due to ignorance

of the existing plrn Pnd the progress of work bejnp. done in accordance with
it.n 29 '!'here was cPuse for Pnxiety.
The architects, sculptorF Pnd landscape architects who composed the
Fine .Arts Collll'!iFsion, whilf' unhappy ove-:- the course PrivPte buildi~ WPS
tsld~, knew thPt their sssigl1Jllent limited them to Pdvising Congress on the
utilizPtion of the public domPin in the District snd the locptjon Pnd
srchitectursl design of goverlllllent buildings Pnd monuments.

In June 1921

the commission listed the public projects it believe~ wise to st;,rt promptly,
generPlly giving priority to coJ>TOletion of the MPll PS the pP,.k commission
hPd envissged it twenty yesrs before. 30 The long- talked-of bridge across
the Potomac beyond the still unfinished Lincoln Memorial was Pn integrPl
pi>rt of the Hell pli,n.

Altrough the "f;,ctory~like" tempos produced"a

depressing Pir of slovenliness," their removal could wait, if need be,
until the bridge was built.
mission as ePrly

PS

Congress had cre2ted a memorial bridge com-

1913 end euthorized the e:x-penditure of i25,onn for

surveys end drswi~s, but in the interveninr eight years the appropriation
~ /<f:21
had never mPte,.iPlized. '.Further postponement seemed follyJ
The Highway Bridge connects. PotomPc PPrk withe little race track, with
marshes lately used PS tre city ct\1mp, Pnd with lgriculture Department
hPrns, so designed Pn~ constructed 11s to thrust their 11gliress upon
one's attention with Pll the in~istence of a swiled crild et table.
Through this VPriegated Prea a nP~ow, tortuous dPngerous roPd winds its
uncertain way to Arlington Nrtional CE>metery. T~ bodies of the N11tion•s
dePd take thj,s 'Ol'th to their last resting PlPce.

:?9 'P.pt Fin!' Arts Cornn, 19"1 (1 Jul 1919 to 30 Jun :?l),

'Do

37.

30 Ibid., 1917, P. 27, 19?1, np. 21- ?2; Comre Rot, 1921, P• 46.
31

i7t, Fine
rrts Comm, 1921,
22 Pnn ~sssim, 1929, p. 31; u.P.
~23,h2;,3R, L MPr 13, p. f>8 •

Stat, Ch 1

'Do

,
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A humiliPting eoisode thPt Put,unn borP indenenrlent testimony- to the

oonsequencPs of nrot~ecterl -oersimony. Gow•rnment offi cl.Pls h:>rl planned a
solemn Armistice dPy cerPmony to mPrk t,.,e interment of the Unknown f:oldier
in frlinpton Cemetery.

But the procession from the Capitol, where the fiPg-

dr!IPE!d cf!sket hPd lPin in the Rotundl!, rPn into sue,.,

P

traffic jPm in crossing

the river that official cars were immobilized for two hours and more, and
some imoartent guests did not reach the cemetery at all. Foreign statesmen
gathered in Washington for the opening of the NPval Disarmament Conference
the next da)r were unlikely to be impressed by the power of a 112tion unwilling
to spend monPy for a e1titPble ?O...,roach to

fl

nPtionPl shrine.

Late that

pfternoon the Fine Arts :::OmMission met to recommend immedil!te enactment of
the necessary legislPtion. 32 The formal dedi~ation of the Lincoln Memorial
on Decorsti<'n Dpy in 19?2 Plao quickened oublic interest. Where gulls had
once ewept over the marshy lPnd bordering the tidal basin Pnd the river
front, dignitPriee now Pssembled before

P

mprble tPmole from which the

bronze of the Great F.rnPncipetor looked out ove~
of thE' Weshington Monument.

P

oool reflecting the fhl!ft

It required little imagination to see how much

the settinr,, impres~ive as it was, would gain frOIII bridging the Potomac at
that point Pnd lPndscsping the shore line.

Congress voted the f25,0'Xl

appropriation a fortnight ll!ter.33
The proposals submitted in 1921! embodied most of the features of the

32 ~ , 13 Nov 21; Forty Years of AcriE-vem<'nt Comrnemorati_!!& the
hoth l'nniversPry of the F.steblishment of the t ~ o f F;ne .l'rts, 19101950, p. 25 (hPreaftPrcited :,s Fine J>rts Com, Forty YearSJo
33 Anl Rot B of Tr, 1925, o. 7; u.s. ~ , ~7r,, 2s, Ch 218, 12 Jun
?2, p. 637';"1barirs iroori, "The Transfo'"l!IPt 'on of Washington," NPtional
Geogrephic, XLIII, Jun 23, pp. 58:,..666.

.,;.,f J.
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park coimdssion plPn for the river end of the ~!Pll:

8 stone bricige of simple

fiowing lines ol2ced very slightly below the Lincoln Memoriel, ebove it a
WRter-gPte for hoAts rn~

P.

plP.za with p2rk roPds radiPting from it, the

extension end imorovement of north B street-ren8med Constitution PVenae in
1931--end on the fill' EhOl'e

P

secono bridge ove~ the Virginje channel end

the intervening Collll1tbia islP.nd to

Pll

imposing entrance into the cemetery.

r.onrress signified j_ts Rnoroval with gt>nerous 11ppronriPtions 0 3L Work hegan
in 1926. When finished in the e2rly thirties Pt

P

cost of nePrly

i15,roo,ooo,

the results ""prrently reconciled the most ecrt'lomy-minded con~ressnen to the
eXpendi ture.
People eager to see the cPpitel become tre most beautiful city in
1'mel'ica turned in the interim to other phases of the task.

By 1923 it was

evident thet, successful application of Washington' s new zoning ordinence
notwithstanding, private enterprisers were gobbling up lPnd needed far
pPrks Pnrl erecting buildings that threatened oerm2nently to seer the looks
of the city.
Pn

As

P

first move to check further 2rchitecturel ebberetions,

Pdvisory council of the Americrn In~titute of flrchitects collaborated with

P Bo2rd of Tr2de committee end District officiPls to reVise the District
building oode Pnd then, Pt the request of the commissiorers, offered free
of charge suggestions to anplicPnts for buildi~ oernits Pbout how to imorove
the desi~n of the projected structures. 35

J

few months lPter

34 s Doc 95, 68-;, 1s, 21 Aor 2L, Ser 8240; 1J.f'. Stat,
PP• 974-75, 24 Feb 25; Rot Fine Jrts 'Jomn, 1925, pp-:-U5';5'9.
.

------

35 Comrs Rpt, 1923, p.

; ~ ~ ~ of

!!:,

P

truly

68c, 2s, ch 313,

19?3, p. 109.

..
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revolutionPry ll!'OposPl cl'!Tle from the recently formed WPshington Com~ittee
of One Hundred on the Feder;,,l City, npmrly the crePtion of? hoard of tr;,,ined
erchitects emnowered to regulete i>ll orivi>te building in the District,

One

of fifty comnittees orgi>nized in vi>rious ~erts of the country by the lmerican
Civic lssociPtion to promote the artistic and orderly development of the
nPtionPl capitPl, the local group conta:ned e number of persons eminent in
9ublic life.

Few ~mbers of Congress at thPt time would have dared suggest

eo "socialistic" a scheme, end in fact it

WflS

never i>dooted except for

buildiq!s adjroent to public edifices; but the recommendPtions of a body
that included SecretPry of State Charles Evans Hughes, Secretary of ::Omnerce
Herbert Hoover, William H, Holmes, director of the Smithsonian National
Gi>lle"".V of Jrt, several of the best-known artists en~ architects in Washington,
District officials and

P

score of well-to-do businessmen mrde some impression.

The preliminPrv rPoort of the Washington co1111T1ittee oointed out that
the McNillan Commii>si on of 1901 h;,d not provided far city-olPnning as the
term hed since comt> to be understood.

In the 1920 1 s urbPn pl!inning must

take into considerrtirn such problems es transoortation and recreation
facilities.

In hammering away Pt the urgency of extending the District

park system before construction comoanies obliterated the natural beauty of
areas like Klingle Valley Pnd sewage then polluted every streem, the COl!lTllittee
l!IPde itself heard.

Six months after its i:reliminery reoort aopeared, Congress

established the National Canital Park Comission vested with Puthority to
1>cquire lr>nd in the Diat"'1ct of Columbia, ne1>rby Marylmd Pnd Virginia for
oarks, parkwaye 1>nd pl;,ygrounns, subject only to the aoproval of the Fine
lrts Conudsei.on on the sites selected.

H;,lf the purchase price was to come

.

.,.
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from the federel government, the other half from Dist-rict tpxpayers. J6
Here wPs orogress, or so it seemed.

IJnhPpoily authority to buy did

not provide cold cash. With less than P third of the expected aopropristions voted by congressmen iml'!lllle to the olPss of colleagues like SenPtors
Bsll Pnd Ci>ppPr Pnd ReoresentPtive Frederick ZihlmPn, the rew canr,ission
was all but helpless. 37 InclignPtion stirred in the /mericPn Civic Association, alrePdy distressed at the ravages thP steam shovel ancl the ax had
wrought cluring the orecedine five years.

911;"'"~f-M, l ..J ~ u t

~

threatened every eection of the District of Columbia.
Only s remnent of the IJ.ingle st-ream WPe left {iioted the J'merican
Civic Annual? Pnd the pPrkway connection /j",s'J absolutely blocked by
cutting, gracling, and building. The beautiful Bro;,d Branch and Piney
BrPnch valleys are now but pitiful stubs adjoining Rock Creek Park.
Their waters sre donfined to underground sewers. Their wooded banks
are laid desolate. Rectangular house lots take the olsce of shady
slopes. Rows of sho<'ldy, uninteresting houses perch precariously on
the deep fills of yellow clay w~ich nank the axiPl boulevard of 16th
street. The stPtely Tiger Bridge, erected Pt great coat to span the
atrel'Tlt, is now nothinr hut? street extensjon over P dcy culvert.
These tragedies hPVP hP~pened. They c?rnot be remedied. Nor can much
be done about the Peres of lPnd which, s5nce the war, have been plastered
over with the wrong kind of hoysea set in the W"ong kind of lots, sPrved
by the wrong kind of streets.3H
Enlightened private citizens had done what they could.

One group bought

J6 Preli~in~r;,• P.i:por~ ~ the Washington c~m.~ittee o f ~ Hundred~
Federal 2!k t o ~ American Civic Jipsociation, 3 Jpn 2L, passim Pnd
esoecially po. 2~5, 11- 14, 27, 35-36 (hereafter cited PS Prelim Rpt Comee
of .!QQ).

~

37 Anl Rpt

!! 2f !!:,

192h, PP• 68-69; Civic Comment, 8 Jun 2h, P• 8.

38 Herlean Jpmes, ed., "The Federal City Comr.ittees of the American
Civic JpsociPtion," ArnericPn Civic AnnuPl, 1929, I, 66~68.
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land to hold until the oark cx:>mmission h~d money aveilPblPo

Charles Glover

end Mrs. Anne ftrchhold gPVP outright e stretch of woodlRnd Plong Foundry
Run

shove Oeorgetown. 39 T'ut individu11l efforts mi,nifestly were not enough.
The /mericen Civic Associl'tion Pp"9ezred to be the one body with suffi-

cient innuence throughout the country to brine order out of laissez-faire
anarchy.

Founded in the heyday of the muckrakers, the association had

quickly conc1uded that it must awaken to a sense of public duty citizens
a,J
whose wealth, socipl standing e:- artistic perceptions quPlified them as
leaders in their own col'1lmlllities, men Pnd women willing to share in wresting
control of municipal affairs from unscrupulous rnd ignorant political bosses
and then ready to introduce efficient city government Pnd launch a systematic
progra~ of civic improvements.

Chicago, scene of the World's Fair and its

embodiment of Illlniel BurnhP1!1 1 s vision, had been one of _the first places to
feel the force of the planning mystique if not of full-fledged municipal
oolitical reform, but neither Chicago nor any othPr cl tv had es yet seen
the execution of more thPn P frpction of her over-ell olens. Washington
seemingly needed little political house-cleaning but obviously required
"external aid" if the McMillan plPn of 1901 were to be expanded to cover
the now very much larger city and if some measure of public control over the
use of privately owned land were to sefegul'l'd public interests.
From the beginning the avowed purpose of the committees on the federal
cit~ had been the creation of an official body able to develop and carry
out "a comprehensive, consistent and coordinated plan for the netjonal
Caoital end its environs."

It was an undertaking thi>t ought to concern ell

39 Comrs Rpts, 1924, p. 47, 1925, P• 52; Herald, 10 Apr 2L, Anl
; Ster, 18 Mar 26.
~!!_of Tr, 1926, p.

•
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JlmericPns, a Boeton landscape architect averred, for if "our Fecle,.al City
shall hecCl"e Pn inspiri~ example of sustained interest and intelligent
11ction in city planning, the benefits will spread in some measure to every
city in thP. lPnd." As the Modest hopes pinned on the National Capital Pa:rk
Comrrl.ssion proved vain, in the autumn of 1925 Frederic A. Delmo, president
of the J'111PriCPn Civic AssociPtion Pnd by then a resident of Waehi~ton,
errsnged a series of conferences,

RepresentPtives of hPlf

P

dozen national

profession11l societies Pnswered his call to l!l!et with interested government
and District officials to evolve

P

planning hill with teeth in ito

passed the Cepper-Gibson Pct tre following J,pri 1.
some respects.

40 Congress

It was disapnointing in

It changed the park commission into a National Capital Pa:rk

and Plimning Cornnission, authorized the President to aopoint for six-year
terms four civilian members in adclition to the federPl and District officials
of the fo:nn~r comrission, and greatly enlarged the responsibilities of the new
hocy; it wa~ not only to -prepare nlPns for the District but cooperate with

MarylPnd and Virginia "1.1thorities in mskinp feasib,le the hannonious develop~
ment of Greater Washinrton, preventing the pollution of the streams and oreserving the recion's nPtural scenic beeuties.

But like its predecessor,

the new commission hPd no way of enforcing acceotance of its recomnendPtions.
Its purchasing powers deoended uoon uncertain congrePsionsl eo~ropriations.
State legialPtures might or might not collaborate. 41

40 Jc>mes, "The Federal City Comt>ittees, 11 p. 69; Arthur"• Shurtleff,
"Guiding the Growth of the City of Washington," J'merican Jity Magazine,
xxmr, Jul 25, p. 4o.

41 u.s. Stat, Ch 198. P.L. 158. 69c, 1s, 30 J,pr 26.

•
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Nevertheless recognition of the regionBl Pspects of olPnning for the
caoitPl was P long step forw;,rd.

tfiaryll'nd set uo

P

~:arylPnd National Ca..,itPl

Plmning Comnission in 1927 Pn~, although Virginia fPilPd to take effective
ection, officiels of Arlingtc-n county, which the Co1111'".onwealth hiid sliced off
from Alexandria in 1920, were ready to cooperate as far as they could.

In

fact, in the opinion of Lieutemint Colonel U.S. Grant, 3rd, the hendsome
young grancleon of 0 resident Grant Pncl the ferleral commission's first secretary,
the legPl powerlessness of the plPnners was

8

minor handicap; inas111Uch

Pl!

the fedPral executives Pnd members of the SenPte and House District committees
who were in a position to reject or drPstically amend every proposal were
either themselves members of the commiss:on ar represented thereon, plPns
adopted in conference with them usually had Pn excellent chPnce of receiving
congressional blessing, if not ll'rge aopropriations. 42 HPnce money and
the stioulE>tion thPt prices pPid for lPnd never exceed its as~essed valuation by more than 25 percent remained the big stU111bling blocks to rapid
Unable to persuade Congress to sanction boJTowing, the commission

actjon.

had scarcely four million dollars to spend wring its f:irst four years, but
the undertaking was still young. 43 Members deliherately chose to postpone
s campaign for political machinery that could function for th·e metropolitan
area as

P

whole until they could present a carefully studied regional plan

to which l'arylanrl Pnd Virginia would subscribe whole-heartedly.

Thirty years

42 Lt. Col. U,S, Grant, 3rd, "Washington Looks Ahead, 11 American
Civic Annuiil, I, 69-74; Charles W, Eliot, 2nd, 11 PlPnning Washington and
Its Environs," City PlPn~ In, Jul 21, po. 177-93.

43 Anl Rpts Niitional Jaoital Park fl!ld "lanning Comrrission, 1928,
p. 28, 192~p. 29, 1930, p.

45

(hereaftercited as Anl ~ NCPPC).

.

.,.
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later thoughtful people might regret that a Wasi--ington Metropolit;,n Regjonrl
h1tr·ority hPd not Colli! into beinr before the deoression of the 19.30's lsid its
cold hPnd on so forwprd-looking a political innovation.
however, resuonsible men believed

Pn

Ja l-t1.i l«I regionPl

In 1926 and 1927,
olan more urgent than

the launching of Pn administrative experimPnt likely st best to take precious
time to set un Pnd st worst to result in seriou.§ or even fatal mistakes. 44
ThP not inconsiderable successes PC~ieved before 1930 were due
above Pll to the efforts of Frederic A. DelPno.

An aristocrat imbued with

a strong sense of civic obligation, an Pcinirer of Daniel Burnham and an
active pPrticipant in lPUDching the Chicago plf'n ond the New York Regjonal
pl.an, Delano, though P rl'ilroed executive and a financier rather than a
lPndscape erchitect, had the background, the enthusiasm and the persuasiveness
to meke him en invPluable member of the coJ11Mission.
civiliPn chPirrnPn in 1930.

He becEmJe its first

His very oresence besooke leadership. With

deep-set brown eves under heavy black brows, s straight patrician nose and
a firm mouth, his face was et once strong and gentle; his powerful wellbuilt figure was col11l'!l'nding.

On every job he undertook; and they were many

even when hw was in his seventies, he gathered Pbo\lt him "top technical
talent." Hif' "modus operandi" conf'isted"of brillfing men together--frequently
et Cosmos Club l1mcheon:::--to oool tl-1Pir tPlents, even when their views Pnd
treir interests were in opposition. Antagonisms faded out in his presence
and never e tart rejoinder was spoken in hiP direction.n45 His tact, his

44 Lt. Col. u.s. Grant, "Governmental Jurisdictions in the National

Capital," American ~vie Annual, II, 90- 91.
Cosmos

,3.

45 "Prederic t. Delano (1863-1953) ,'' "Vignette the Thirty-fourth,....,t~ Bulletin, VII, No. 2, Dec

•
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personal chPrm and his sociPl prestige were as great an asset to the planning
cause

PS

the authority the Army engineers represented !'nd the spee:i.al skills

the coJ!l"issj on staf'f provided.
Yet with<'ut tl-e insights and on sorne rne11sures the initi!'ting force of
key rnf'1111'ers of the House i,nd Seni>te, progress rnust hPve been slowed, end
without tt>e unflagging S1mport of COMtituents, the congressional majority
rnight well hsve rellll ined indifferent.

In the Sens te, besides Arthur Capper

of Ksns11s, chainnen of the District coMr"ittee, the rnost powerful advocates
of improvements for the capital were Reed Smoot of Utah, chairman of the
Public Buildings corn~ittee, and Lawrence

c.

Phiops of Colorado, chairmen

of the subcommittee on District ap'>rooriPtiona; reo"'l!sentf't1'•es Frederick
Zihll'lrn of MPryland, Ri~hPJ'rl N. tlliott of Inrlit>na,

Pnrl

Frank F~ of

Illinois, ct,;,imen of the corresoondi ng House col'lmitteea, were equally .._
strong proponents ef the progr~rn.

Congressmen Louis CrPmton of MrrvlPnd end

R. WPlton Moore of Virginia fostered both federPl and state legislation
helpful to plPns for Greater Washington, Pnd half

II

dozen others worked

determinedly for appropriat.ions far completing the Mrll, relocating and
enlarging the Botanic Garden Pnd other undertakings within the city.
When the planning oommistlon presented its first forrni>l "Progress
P.eport" in Jrnuary 1931'), the imdience th11t nearly filled the DAR Constitution
HPll inclurled me~bers of Congress, the Secretrry of the Treasury, the
governors of Msrylend end VirginiP, the l.egisl11ture of Virginia and marzy"
notables from the rest of the country.

Colonel Grant believed the sporOPch-

ing bi-centenni!'l of the birth of George Was'•ington a stimul!'nt to Americans'
eagerness to perfect the city whose site he hPd selected Pnd over whose

'
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originPl lay~out he hPd watched lovingly. 46 ProbPbly Pn even stronger
imr.>ulse sorang from the growinf awareness that sensible solutions to the
m,nifold problems of exomding metroooliten arPas in a netion no longer
predominantly rurel must depend upon intelligent advance plenr:ing.

The

federal CPpitPl, undPr the aegis of the federal Congress, was a logicel
olace to begin.
Because the nlPnning cornmisEion hPd to purchase land oiecemeal at
constantly rising nrices, progress on developing WPshington' s periohery was
considerably less thi>n on beautifying oublic property within the city.
Acquisition of the Missing link of land between PotomPc md Rock Creek
p ; ; , r k s ~ permitted work to begin in 1926 on building the road and
landsc;,ping the terrain, but several of the comr:ission's other major projects
were doomed to remain oaper plans for the next quPrter century.

PartiC1.JlFrly

disappointing to Mr. Del:'1!lo and to humbler citizens in time to come was the
gradual abi>ndo11JT1ent of rn early plan for "a system of neighborhood centers, 11
ePch encompPssing a twenty-acre site end containing a school, a library ;;,nd
pl;;,yground as well as park fPcilities.
materialized.

Only three small playgrounds

The c:ircumferentiPl drive connecting the twenty-four Civil

War forts trat rinped the District end the oP,..kwPys skirting both sides of
the Potomac as far as GTeat Fells would still be under discussion in 19$90 47
Indeed, during the 1930's only the Nt. Vernon Memorial 'Parkway froM the

46 Lt. Col. U.f'. GTant, 3rd, 11Weshington Looks Ahead, 11 hnericsn
711, end Frederic /'. Deleno, "Progress Reoort, 11 ibid., II,
83; Star$ 31 Dec 26; ltr, liej. Gen. U.S. GrPnt to the author, 16 /tpr 6o
Ci vie Annui>l, I,

0

·· 1 r'·.

47 Delano, "Progress Rc>nort, 11 17
··cnr,c,

l~J')_ "}""

..,,, "':''\.;

Jen 30;

An1: Roi?_~ of Tr, 19?8, oo.

11~r:eF :, . Fliot., /nr!

1-l lJU it.s·r:nviron·e," City Y1Pnni2JK, I1l, Ju.1. 2'/, P• lfil;
interview LrurP Delrno Houghteling, 29 ~ar 60.
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Jlrlington bridge sruthwerd elong the Virginie shoe of the PotomPc would
become

2

corroleted reality, and, when pessPge of the Caoper-Crmton act of

1930 enabled the i,arylPnd col!l'lission to obtain adv;,nces from the federal
TrePsury, extension of the District oork s:vstem into 1-'ontgomery and Prince
George's counties would mPke some headwayo

In the interim, however, the

improvements tPking form 2long the Mall and the ll'rge- scale federal building
operations, for which Congress aooropriated f50,000,(Y)() in 1926, lessened
impptience at the relPtiye slowness with wldch the 'Ollrk pror,ram moved forward.
The magnitude of the buildi~ progrpm might well have proved selfdefePting, SJnce rco"'es of offici@ls of the executive depPrtments, rrembers
of Congress, both the plerming 2nd the Fine Jlrts co!IU"issions Pnd a host of
erchitects, private citizens and reel estete firms hed Pn interest in it.
It was Pble to move forward with astonishingly few hitches by reeson of the
federal Public Buildi~s Com.~ission which Congrers had created in 1916 but
which hPd had no opportunity to function during Pnd after the war. 48 The
comt>osition of the oommiesion went far to1-1ard ensuring cooperPtion between
the legisletive Pnd executive brenches of the gove"?lment; the minority as
well 2s the

mP jori ty

pprty in House md Senate was represented Pn:i shPred

in every deciro.on; the federal Commistloner of Public Buildings, the
Jlrohi tect of the '.:ar:,itol Pnd thP Suoervising Architect of the Treasury supplied Pdninistrative and technicPl knarledge
TrePSllI'Y.>access to the President.
delPys seemed ell too probable.

48

1-nri,

through the Secretary of

Even so, conflict of opinion and costly
Yet the raoord of the build~ng comrniseion

Annual Reoort of the Public Buildi JEs ComMission, 19?6, 'POo 1- 5,

s Doc 2Ln, K9c, 2s, s~r 'Ff[o'f:""

•
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in the lPte 1920 1 s 1 in the words of one officil'l, "11ffords an exanple of
how coordinPtion of 11ction ••• cc1n be i>nd was achieved. 1149
Buildings for the BurP.au of Intern:>l Revenue 11nd thE> Comerce Department
began to rise helow Pennsylvania avenue lc>te 5n 1927, P.nd government nurchPae
of virtually the entire stretch of lPnd from the TrePsury to the foot of the
Hill between the Mall Pnd the "J'venue" foreshadowed the locPtion of
addition.il departmentPl offices in the "federcl triangle."

A Board of Trade

committee headed by a hoUBing expert warned against overcrowding the triangle
with massive government structures, but for the time being no one believed
that likely to happen; the tentative plm published early in 1927 showed

·
open perk-like spaces between each building
end each grr.up. 50 Milton B.
MedP"'Y, thE>n President of thE> Pmericc1n Institute of ftrchitects snd s member
of the Nationrl Park and PlPnning Cowission, proposed the method adopted in
developing the triangle:

a

a

board of experienced !'rchitects to draft/harmonious

composition Pnd each man indiVidually to design one building of the group in
order to avoiri monotony in treatment.

Since by lPw the Supervising Arc~itect

of the TrePsury WPS rE>soonsible for the ,iesigns, the Medary ll!'oposPl becPme
fePsible only becPuse Anrlrew Mellon, Secretf'r;v of the Treasury, enthusiastioally
endorsed it Pnd contrived the l'lE'Cessary legielative authority.

With justi-

fiPble satisfPction the Fine Arts Col1ll'lission in mid-1929 pointed to other
work afoot:

the removfll of the World War I dormitories and the landscaping

of the Union Station olrza, nearby a new District municipal center, the

49 Ltr, MPj. Gen. U.S. GrPnt, 3rd, to the ;,uthor, 16 Apr 60 0

5o Anl Rpt B ~f T~,

24n, 69c, 2s, ~er '1f7n7.-

1928, nn. 64-6~; see plPte fPcing p. 6, 5 LOC

•
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relocation of the Botanic Garden Pnd the beginning of the arboretum, a new
Department of .Pgriculture hl'ild.ine Pdjoining the old, extensfon of tree-lined
drives Plong the Miill Bnd the selectjon of a sitE' for P ~Utlreme Court
buildi!lf fPcing the Ca-,itolo

Not since the ePrly ye11rs of the century hed

old residents seen so much permanent federal constructiono5l
If e few citizens would hPve preferred less emphasis on public
building end rrare on lsnd purch11se es a safeguPrd against further despoliation, Pnd if some hearts stood still at the fE>lling of trees along B street
pr()n1•r1>tory to mPking it e "great ceremonial avenue," Washi~tonians by Pnd
lPrge felt elPtion at the new outward gr11ndeur the city was attaining. 52
That they themselves had not oroduced most of it, that it was rather an
expression of nrt.ional pride in the csoital, did not msttero

Indeed by

19:JO few peeJ>le- dU't~ted between a Waal>.i~~-l'n•8n<l _any h.Pioen ~
living in the District of Columbiao

_ 51 See n. 49; ~ Rpts ~ of Tr, 19?6, ?Po 56-57, 1928, poo 13, 5L-57;
~ , 31 DE>c ?6, 31 Dec 27, 1 Jpn 30; ~ Fine Arts CoM, 19?9, on. 4, 31;
Fine .Prts ComM, Forty YePrs, pp. 25-26;~HE'~be-t Hoover, Me~oirs, p, 250.
52 'lo G, Dwight, "The Horrors of Washington," Harper's ~iagazine, CLII,
Dec 25, pP, 64-72; Kenneth L, Roberts, "Noborlv's Capital," Sat r:ve Post, CIC,
9 .Por 27, ;,. 20; ::11;,-rlen W, E:1..iot., 2n-l, ~PlPm:ing W11slii~ton anITt'ii"""$Virons, 11
~!I Pl'!M'J&, III, ,r,,1 27, pp. 176-Blf· Louis C, Creintonj "Congress and the
FederP'.rm:ty," J'rnrrican Civic .P.nnual, , 75- 79; Stal', 3 Pn 30.
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CHAPTER XXIII
THE INTELLECTUAL MIT: SOJT /'L CLihPTE, 1920- 1929

/. decsrle variously called in contemporc>ry and later writings the "New

Era" of eci,:,nce an'1 technology, the"Jge of the Golden Calf," the "Jazz fge,"
t.he "ha-rl-hoiled era," and thP. "Era of Wondrrful Nonsense." was a oeriod of
contradictions, the rPsponse of people disillusi~nPd with the rerults of a

war to end wars and deterr-ined to put painful exoerience to useo 1 Less sharply
etched in the Pmeri~an ci>oital than in mPny fme~ican cities, the inconsistencies nevertheless manifPsted themselve~!as'rlngton.

ShP ~id not, it is true,

/\

oroduce

P

bevy of flrg-'>ole sitters, or a ~cott Fitzge~rld,

P

Don °assos err

Pn Ezra Pound, or a ~c~ool of PVPnt rarde pPinters, sculpto~s and comnosers.
Nor WPS the ju.xt:-nositian of the optil"ism of big busj.ness anrl the rliscourPgement of orgPnized labor as evident here as in Detroit, Pittsburgh, Gary ands
score of other industrial centers.

In the csnital who~e nost influential

residents CPmr from every section of th" c~untry the contrasts chPrPcteristic
of the 192~ 1 s appeared chiefly in the uoner ranks of society. While leerned
men, many of th,:,rn newcomers, carried on research, joined with other cultivated
oeoole in fostering the arts,and enjoyed ~n agreeable unostentatious social
intercourse, a !"Ore nub1icized Sf!!grnent of high society indulged in the shallow
frjvolity that rnPrked the Jazz fge everywhereo
ChPnging views rbout the place of science in fmerican life gave birth

1 Henry F. MPy, "Sl-ifti rur Persnecti vrs 01, the 1920 1 s," ri!'sissipoi
Valley Histor:i CPl T>.eview, XLIJI, Dec 1956, nn. l,fl5-::>7; Fre~erlck L. Allen,

0nl,v Yesterday; William

r.

LE>uchtPnherg, Th,:, ~ils of "~osoe-ity.
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to the "New E'.r8" of the twenties.

It i>ccelerPted the forces which through

interest first in the Cj ty Be::rntiful Movement Pnrl then in " more inclusive
form of u.,.b::>n pl::>nning hrd slowly been turning \,;pshington into

P

nrtiom•l city,

Tlnohserve<l by the CPS\181 visj tor ;,nrl hy no mePnl' evirent to the r::>nk ::>ncl file
of her resirlents, the oositi·n WPsliinpton CP.l"e to occ\10y in th" country

PB "

center of scientific reFeP-ch was

Fven

before the fighting

WPS

R

direct ontgrowth of the world war.

over tlie AmericRn intelligentsiP hPd realized thPt

the United StPtes could no longer draw upon F.urooe for the discovery of nrw
b::>sic scientific orinciples Pnd et least for ye::>rs to come for frefh studies
of l'OciPl ohenoMenp.

MRt~onal prod~ction recorrls co•ild not conceal from

industrialists, govemmmt offi~i::>ls i>ncl university faculties how il1.-ec;uioped
the Hnited States was to fill the gao.

-:Onsequently ::>fter the wr-r while big

inclustrj::>1 corno-ations ~g::>n to establish th('>ir own l::>boratories, n::>tjonal
concern for better orgi,niz st~on of n::>tioni>l brPinpower brc-ught into being new
bodies to ooordinate ::>nd clirect research in both the ni>turi>l i>nd the hUJnrnistie
sciences.

During tt,e 19?'1 1 s, /lnerican fPith in the wonrler-workine oowers of

science reached the' ooint of "superstition in Pnother puise. 112
Tnitial un~ertPinty ::,hout whether the ro"ertunent sho11ld tPke ~hPrfe
early vielrlecl to b<>li.ef thPt private org::>nizPtic-ns woultl -1o 1-etter.
t• ons, industry Pnrl wealthy i nrlivi-'u::>ls st,o,lld

2 Leuchtenberg, 2!?.• cit., o. 221.
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universities of the country would furnish the scientists and scholars.
Wss~ington's universities did not rank high, but government needs, government
records, the accumulated experience and wisdom of government scientists, and
the nPtional scope of the unrlertPki~s mrde the Cl'Oi tPl a ui>eful locatj on
for several of thP new organizations.

In thP nost-wrr decade they supplemented

rathf>r thl'tl competPd with the C~rnegie InBtitution of Washington and older
federal hureaux.3
One of the first changes came about with the revitalizing of the long
moribund National Academy af Sciences.

Chartered in 1863, it had never had

s central headquarters and its fifty members had prepPres stujies for the
government only when esked to investigate psrticulPr problems.

In re~ponse

to a question Pbout whPt the Academy actually did, ac=ording to the story
the reply had run:

11

The membe,-s write obituaries of each other and it is a

pit;v they lu>ve so little to do."~· In 1916 the 1cadPmy had aopointed the
National Research Council; in 1918 by presidential executive order it
acquired pPrmPnent status.

Charter PmPn~ments then sanctioned enlarging the

1cademy to 300 members and permitted it to function independently of the
government~ Thereafter money crone frOJ11 private sources. When a gift of
$5,000,000 from t~e Carnegie Corporation enablPd the Academy to erect a handsome building at the far end of north B strePt opoosite Potorsc park, a permPnent steff there added to Wnshington 1 s scientific potentialities, even

2 ~fillikan, futobiogrsphy, po. 199- 201; Dupree, Science in the
Federal Government, po. 322-43; Frederick ft. Ogg, Research in the Humanistic
and Social Sciences, Report of a Survey Conducts_:! £2!:. 1..he /mericPn Council
of Learned Societies, 1928.
1washington City and Csoital, tmerican Guide Series, p. 52~ (hereafter citPrl 88 WPft Giii'ie). -
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though its members gra.'llally lost close touch with the work of the federal
·burePux,

The NationPl Research Council estrblished eleven divisions covering

such diverse disciplines as anthropology Pnd psychology, medical science,
geology Pnri geography, Pnd

11

Eclu.cPtion1>l Rel1>tions 9 "

Fellowshios and grPnts

ewarcled to young e cientists encror11ged resP11rch in all these fields,

In

some measure the council in fact rei:>l11ced the Smithsonian Institution in the
ftmerican scientific world, for an insufficient enclo'Wlltent and the growth of
the NPtionsl Mus!'um hPd gradually trensformed the Smithsonian's main function
from explor?tion of new frontiers of knowledge into guardianship of the pastog
Distast e for everything milit ary in the· oost-war decade cut War Pnd
Navy Deo;,rtmPnt rPsearch, Plt~ongh the N1>vy in 1923 obtained appropriations
for a 1"1'oretory whence c:,ne radar in tre late 1930's,

The Public Health

Service under the aegis of the Surgeon Generrl m11naged to car7 on some
investigations in the control of venereal disease 1>nd developed a vaccine
for Rocky Mol'ntl>in epotted fever,
fell upon hard timeso

But even the fanous J.rrrry- Medical Library

Bureaux in the departments of Agriculture, Conrerce

and, on a smeller soPle, the Interior, on the other hand, continued to carry
on scientific i:rograms,

No one wanted to curtail the wor~ of the Weather

Bureau or liMit the operations of the plant explorers who had introduced to
the United StatPs ~uch croos es svocadoe~, dates Pnd soy beens.

Secretary

of Commerce Herbert Hoove..., wedded as he was to privPte enterprise,
assiduously fostered research in the bureaux unner his control.

In order

to establish sjmplified labor-saving practises rnd co~,l"ercial standardization

~ Ogr,, 2.E.· ait., po, 16fl-f>9; Dupree, ~• cit., on, 3:.>6-32; Anl Rpts
Stnithsoniin Inst,, 1923, pp. f>, l?-13, 23, 1924, oo. 2-3, 15-16, 19?5, po.
2- 3, 1~, 1927, no, 2, 12, 192A, op, 2, 5o
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in Pll American business, he instituted P coo]'.)erative progr;,m t>t the Buret>u
.of St?nclarcls where reprei>ent1>tives of privPte firms worked alongside gove~nment eM">loyees.

He hoped to see industri Pl coroorat• ons cont-rihnte ~2O,()()fl,000

to P nPti<"nPl funcl for bPsic research, but, wlil.lP waiting VP.inly for that to
materialize, he encouraged strictly utilitPriPn government projects.

Scien-

tists in government service th'llli olt>yed ;, lesser l'l?tional role than they hsd
in the 187O 1 s t>nd 188O's, hut the value of their work in the 1920's WPS
far from negligible.,
The new emohPsis uuon the social sciences, however, was a greater
depa~ure from thP oPst.
the Wfr'f in 1916 when

P

The Institute for Governmentt>l RPsearch had opt>ned

gro1J:9 of men femiliPr with the usefulness of the New

York BurePu of Vunicipsl Research hPd establiehed P 1>omewhat simill'r body
in WPshington to s"ow the federal gove-rnment how to improve upon its haphPzard pni' cumbersane oroce'.iurel'.

The pPth had thr-n widened as the troubles

of war-tiJ,,e agencies in assembling orecise informrtion brought home to
officials t>nd doll.ar-a-yesr men the urgent rePd of a clearer understanding
of the principlPs of politicPl Pncl bnsiness economy within the federal
goverrll'\ent.

Robert A. Brookings,

I'

wePlthy St. Lou's mPnufacturer who hPd

served on tt-e War Inrlustries 'Roard 11nd later represented the oublic at the
Labor Conference in Washinrton, took the lead.

In 1919 a slim, handsome,

white-haired, tr:lJlll.y bearded mPn of 69 whose formal education hPd ended in
1866 but whose intellectu11l interests hPd deepened as his fortune grew,
Brookings virtually singlehanded raised the money to prevent the threatened
demise of the Institute for Governmental Research.

S Dui:ree,

cit., pp. 332-43.
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PftRT IV
FROM THF. N1'W FREEOOJ-1 TO THE NEW DEAL, 1917-1933
CHAPTER XXI
'WORLD WAR I !ND AFTER, 1917-1919
January Pnd FehruPry 1917 came and went :Ln WPehington amid uncertainties
about what President Wilson would consider sufficient orovocation from Germany
to force America into war. PerhPps after all the shProening tone of State
Deoartment notes to the Imperial German government :,ould take effect and enable
the United States to keep out of the figl',t.

In mid-l'ebruary the Central Com-

mittee of the American National Red Cross instructed its regional offices to
prepare for war emergencies.
more passion than urbanity.

The City of Conversation ~eanwhile talked with
On March 1st three regiment[• of infantry and

Troop A of the cavalry of the District National Guard retu,'Iled from the Me>cican
border to be mustered out and to return to civilian life; guardsmen were soon
applying to the District employment service of the Labor Depa1•tment for jobs.
On

March 3rd Congress enacted a local prohibition act to go int~ effect on

November 1st. President Wilson I s second inauguration took plPce ,,efore a large
but undemonstrative crowd, and within a few days, as the grand stan~s along
Pennsylvania avenue came down, visitors depPrted, house pPrties broke up, and

"-T
,

the city returned to normal routine,.

Then on March 18th came word of i.he

torpedoing of three unBrmPd hi:erican merchantmen.

People who had watched un-

happily the mounting anti-Gennan feeling in Washington agrePd:

"If the sinking

of these ships is not war, it inevitably means war. 111 Everyone reassured his

1 Star, 1, 11, 16 19 Mar 17; Bee, 17 Feb 17.

2

neighbo:r and himself:

"This will only be a wa:r on pepe:r o:r st most a wa:r at

seao 11

Du:ring the next fo:rtnight the capital bu:rst into frenzied, if at times

--

slightly :riciculous, activity.
the hotel :roof.

Bell hops at the New Willa:rd d:rilled daily on

Two thousand boy scouts p:repa:red to mobilize at thi:rty minutes'

notice "for first aid wo:rk, police and detective duty." SU!Jerintendent Thu:rston
introduced daily salutes to the flag in the District public schools, and membe:rs
of the Boa:rd of T:rade met to condemn 11Gennan milita:rism, ". each men supplied
with a flag to wave to show thet "there was no hyphen in the citizenship of
Washineton. 11 While the War and Navy Depa:rtments increased the gua:rd about
government prope:rty and stationed infant:rymPn at bridge heads and cavalry along
the road to the reservoir, the District navel militia readied itself fo:r a Cftll
to board "fighting ships" within twenty days, and recently muste:red out national
gua:rdsmen p:repa:red to return to active duty.

Y9ung men necked to the enlist-

ment stations opened in various parts of the city.

As rumo:rs sp:read about

impending a:rrests of disloyal German-born citizens, the Chief of Police :refused
to pe:rmit a loyalty o:r a peace parade.

But -when pacificists hurried to Washington

to plead with the President and Co~:ress, se:rious disorders th:reatened; membe:rs
of the District National Gua:rd daubed yellow paint on the headquarte:rs of the
&iergency Peace Foundatjon Pnd talked of "smashing the building." The decleration of war on April 5th, somewhat sobered the most loudly belligerent but was
the sign?l for a chorus of high-sounding, eerneet pronouncements of the sort
a cynical later generation would deride:
sanctions • • • •

"Our war is of the kind which God

The call to arms in such a war hardens and st:rengthens the

muscles, inspires the soi:rit ?nd thrills the soul of eve:ry loyal J.me:rican. 112
2 Sta:r, 23, 25-27, 29~30, Mar, 1-6 Ppr 17.

3

Virtually overnight Waehingtoni::ns long i,ccustomed to the -olllcidity of
the pre-war CPOital were caught up in the turmoil.

"Life seemed suddenly to

acquire a vivid scarlet lining," wrote Helen Nicolry-,
r

Old prejudices gave way to passionate new beliefs. Old precedents were
wrecked in an endeavor to live up to the duty of the hour. The one invariable rule seemed to be that every individual was found doing something he or she had never dreamed of doing before. The rule worked even
in those somnolent parts of Georgetown that seem under the spell of~
Rip Van Winkle sleep. 113
With decentralization of the government still a novel concept, the
capital bore the brunt of the confusions attending the creation of a war machine,
setting it in motion and keeping it running.

In the process the city lost most

of her identity as a co111!1lunity and turned into a national war center.

People

eager to be useful began pouring into Washington during the first week of the
war and the flow did not lessen until after the Armistice in November 1918.
Here were the headquarters not only for the armed services but also for the
Liberty Loan drives conducted by the Treasury, for the Food 1'dlirl.nistration
hePded by Herbert Hoover, the War Industries Boerd under Bernard Baruch, the
Fuel Administration under J81!1es Garfield, the fmericsn National Red Cross, and,
when the United Stat0s government took over the railro::ds in January 1918, the
railroad administration under Willian McAdoo.

Pt Fort Myer across the Potomac

1200 student officers llt a time were in training and several hundred engineer

-~

trainees occupied the long-empty buildings of American University; within a
radius of 25 miles some 1301 000 soldiers were stationed, most of whom spent their
leaves in lfashington.

The city was host to a dozen foreign missions and uniformed

representatives of ell the Allied nations, for, as an Englishm1m remarked, "this
newest and rawest of the ce~itals, which, yet in some sense in these straining

3 Nicolay, Our Capital 2!! ~ Potoltll'c, pp. 512-13.
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times becomes the chief capital ••• •is the fountain of capacity for war and
victory."

P city of some 350,000 inhabitants in Ppril 1917 acquired about

40,000 new residents before autumn and a year later estimates based upon street
car fares raised the total to over 526,ooo.

These and the uncounted transients

strained the facilities of the District to the bursting point. 4
•

Thanks to the foresight of Commissioner Brownlow !lnd several federal
officials who believed some form of military conscription inevitable, the
draft forms for the District were in print and maps showini registration
stations were ready for oosting several days before the National Selective
Service Pct passed Congress on May 18, 1917; run by volunteers among the District government's employees, registration then moved swiftly and smoothly and,
although agitation ;,bout "rounding up sl:,ckers11 went on for months, citizens
were proud of hi>Ving 10,000 inductees and nearly 7,000 voluntary enlistments
before the Armistice to ;,dd to the 2,000 men in service when war broke out. 5
Given a quota of tB,5OO,O00 in the first Liberty Bond drive, Washington raised
more than twice that amount, in the second drive four months later nearly

f23,000,00O and oversubscribed her quotas in every later cempaign. 6 Some of the

4 Comrs Rpts, 1917, pp. 5-6, Ser 7416, 1918, pn. 6, 26, Ser 7552;
Theodore Tiller, "Wai>hington in War Time, 11 ReView of ReViews, LVI, Dec 17, pp.
629-32; Riche,.d Oulahan, 11 W1>shinl!ton of Today," Coun!!rl Life, XXXIV, Sep 18,
p. 36; Star, 1 Jul 17; Henry Leach, "The Charm of Washington," Living Age,
Eighth ~eries, IX, 9 Mar 18, n. 597.

5-6,

5 Brownlow, t, Passion for Anonymity, pp. 56-64; Corrr s Rpt, 1917, PP•

Ser 7416, 1918, P• 8, Ser 7552, 1919, p. 9, Ser 7744; Star, 21 Jun 17.

-·

6 Star 15 Jun 24 28 Oct 17, 9 May 18, 1 Jan·, 12 May 19.
, ,

5
suhscriptions cPme from weslthy people in the city only on war jobs, but the
locel resoonse

WPS

nevertheless remarkable becAuFe by 1918 the spiralling costs

of living in the overcrowed capital had reduced by about ,30 percent the purchasing power of federal and District employees, already shockingly underpaid.7
Volunteers appointed to a District Council of Defense cheerfully and
•

with surnrising efficiency took charge of projects they "hPd never dreP.med of"
before; under the inspirstion of one Coll1J!lit tee, citizens raised in some five
thousend war gPrdens over a fl,ooo,oon in 'foodstuffs during 1918; another group,
working first under the direction of the Cha~ber of Comr:erce and then under
the Defense Council, cooperated with the Travellers lid in assisting thousands
of newcomers to find places to live.

The Unior, station swarmed, day and night.

Washingtonians contributed more than double thei1• quota of money for the Red
Cross, and here, as throughout the United States, women knitted the often-sung
knobby socks for soldiers, organized camp entertair.ments and manned canteens
for "the boys." Journalists mPde fun of some of the privations "war workers"
in Washington COJ'!!Plained of, for example, the sacrifi-:e of cocktails before
dinner l'tld only Pol Roget, 1904, served with every cou1•se.
thing humorous in the plight of

5,ooo

But nohody saw aey-

families without t.cat in sub-zero Janupry

weather in a city in which even at strict ration levels less than
suoply was on hl'nd.

8

P

day's coal

/>s Jmericl'n troops began to l'love ovt;•seas, here, like every

7 Ibid., 2 Oct, 9 Dec 17; Mary Conyngton, "The Govern'lent's lfage Policy
during theLast Quarter Century," Monthly Labor Review, X, Jtn 1920, ~P• 19-22.
8 Comrs Rpts l918, PP• 5-6, 1919, np. 557~67; Star,. 8, 12, 13 Apr, 12
Aug 17, 1, 5, 22, 2L Jan, 5, 6 Feb, 28 May, 1 ~ep, 11, 17, 20 C.ct 18; Jeese
Lynch \-Jillie-ms, "Country Life in War- Time," Country Life !n J\ne;•ica, XXXIV,
Jul 18, po. 41-42; Nicolay, Capital, p. 516.
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other city or vill;,ge on the continent, there were "teers :>nr! cheers; sudden
marriages and sudden farewells • • • • And endlesszy there was the suspense
of waiting for the ne:,ct war news."
Of the unique problems war imposed on the District government, perhaps
none was more trouhlesome than keeping order in the war-swollen capital.
Initially difficulties arose because the national government lacked machinery
to provide for its o'Wll protection--a small Secret Service attached to the
Treasury department to keep track of attempts at oounte~feiting and two or
three men assigned to the White House, a Caoitol police force composed largezy
of political appointees, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation which, established in Theodore Roosevelt's doy to prevent fraudulent transactions in public
land, had only two or three men .located in Washington.

Thus in 191$ and 1916

it fell to Louis Bro~mlow, the District commissioner in charge of the police
department, end the newzy appointed Chief of Police, Major Pullman, to uike
the first steps to forestall German espionage. When the war came the United
States /lttorney General created an 'inergency Division in the Department 0£
Justice to handle all matters touching alien enemies, sabota6e, and espionage,
but the Division did not start functio~ing until September~ and in the int~rim
the local police carried much of the load. A second and longer-lasting difficulty stemmed from the impossibility of keeping the force at authorized strength,
partly because of army enlistments but even more because pay rates, set by
congressional act 1n 1916, offered men about half what they could earn in private
employ. The Bee suggefted the time ripe for Major Pullman to add colored officers
to his department, but either Negro candidates failed to qualify or Pullman was
unwilling to risk using them lest racial frictions develop. 9
9 Corn-s Rpt, 1919, p. 26; Brownlow, Ji Passion for Jnonyr.,it:,,~ pp. 44-55;
interview, John Lord O'Brien, head of Fmergeney Div., 1917- 19, 30 Oct 59; Star,
l Jan 18; Bee, 17 Nov 17.
-
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An illustration of polic:1.ng probleJ11s lies in the situ11tion that first
a~swned some international significance in the late spring of 1917.

l'.s

the first

mistions of Allied governments began arriving in Washington, militant women suf,

fragists representing the Woman's Party chot>e to oicket the White House; they
c11rried banners inscribed with mottoes describing the President and the administration in general as more tyrannical than Kaiser Wilhelm or the Romanoff Czar.
Infuriated clerks pouring out of the government buildings every afternoon tore
down the offensive banners; street riots greeted the eyes .of foreign emissaries.
In spite of President Wilson's disapproval, Commissioner Brownlow finally ordered
the arrest of the leedi~ pickets, all of them socially prominent women, and,
upon their refusal to pay the court fines, sent them to the Occoquan workhouse.
The President, unwilling to crE>ate martyrs, prol'!ptly issued pardons.

The daily

street riots resumed. Unfortunately, as enemy newspapers in Europe interpreted
them as pro-German demonstrations, they hurt Allied solidarity.

The District

Commissioner at last felt conpelled to act upon his own responsibility:

some

thirty women landed in a freshly painted, newly furnished separate building of
the District jeil in cells without lockable doors.

The new inmates at once

went on a hunger strike, but Brownlow hed two stoves installed in the corridof
where he arranged to have three eight-hour shifts of cooks fry hPm night and day.
The fragrance of frying ham defeated the hunger strikers. Abetted by the jailer,
they voluntarily left the jail, and the campaign of militant ·~busiveness then
collapsed. ro
A second problem grew out of President Wilson's passion for vaudeville.

lO Brownlow, A Passion for Anon,ymity. pp. 74Q82; ~ Rpts ~ of Tr, 1917,

09.

70-11, 1918, o. 81; Star, WAug 17.
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Every week, in war es in peace, he attended Poli't Theatre on 15th street,
and crowds gathered nightly at the entrance in order to buy tickets for the
performance which the President wa.:, to see.

Lincoln's assassinetion at Ford's

Theat"e fifty- odd yea,..s before stood as a painful warning.

Comr-issioner

Brownlow took counsel with the worried m2nager of PoU 1 s who agreed that when•

ever the President occupj.ed his box, tickets for the entire balcony 111Ust be
reserved fo,.. reliPbly p,triotic people.

The manager cut a doorway through

the theatre wall into ·..he alley at the rear so thPt the ~/hite House limousine
accompanied by a SecI'et f'ervice mnn could deposit the President unobtrusively
there whence he coi•ld rr.ount a back stairway to M s box.

But the President never

decided what night he would go until the morning of the day.

Then Prownlow

telephoned the ~heatre ·to sell no balcony-tickets fo~ that night and he himself
issued free p,,sses to pe?ple known to be trustworthy. ·President Wilson, unaware
of these elr.borate arr~ements, later remarked cheerfully that the crowdeq
balcony s•,owed that at least Poli' s profitted from his patronage.11
Just as hopes proved vain tli.et after October 31, 1917, when prohibition
in t',e District closed all the bars and saloons, police duties muld lighten

ard, on the contr:ory, the force, reduced at times to fewer than seven hundred
men, encountered an increased voltm1e of violent crimes, so other units of the
12
local government faced almost insoluable problems.
Major Kutz, the experienced
enginePr commissioner for the District, resigned in July 1917 to go overseas,

ll Interview, Brownlow, 16 Sep 59.
12 Comr Rots, 1917, p. 22, 1918, pp. 25~26; "Shades of John P.andolph,"
Literary Digest, LV, 29 Dec 17, pp. 85-86.
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and Commissioner Newman went into the Arrrr:r in October. An able but physically
frail retired Brigadier General, John G. D. Knight, replaced the former, and

w.
.....

Gynne Gardiner, a Washington attorney, appi>rentl_v

a

little reluctantly

succeeded the latter; un<ler the cir=strnces Louis Brcnmlow 'bec!!ITle the ruling
power in the District building.

But no a11Dunt of official experience or energy

could ensure adequ~te transportation on the over-burdened, privately-owned,
street rail11ay system, or enlarge the public water supply or, at the wage
rates allowed,hire hands for vi tally necessary public ch~res.

The

ll!l ximum

safe capacity of the reservoir and filtration olant was 6S,OOO,OOO gallons
daily; by the summer of 1918 daily consumption exceeded 7S,ooo,ooo gallons.13
t,s private industry drew men away from jobs at the District sewage pumping

station llhere the pay scale rarged from ~900 do,mward to SSl.io a year, only
Cornrni ssioner Brownlow' s personal aopeal to President Wilson obtained from the
President's emergency fund the $8oOO needed to Meep the sewage system in operation; the President filled out the forms and signed the requisitions in his
own hand.

Shcrtly afterward, the contractor who collected the city garbage,

after months of los,ng money, threw up the contract.

Brownlow, seeing that a

deficiency 1m--,ropriation would be necessary to enable the District to take care
of its

Olm

collections and run the garbage reduction plant, presented a care-

fully figured estimate of the cost to the House subcommittee on appropriations;

the committee chairman immediately barked:

"There is not one bit of use corning

up here and asking us in time of war to start off the District government on a
lot of socialistic experimentation." Fortunately Congressman Vare, the Republican boss of Philadelphia who had made millions as that city's garbage and
trash collector, persuaded his fellow committee members that the request was

13 Star, 8 Aug 18.
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reasonable; the s:opropriation passed.lh
Far worsP trouhlPs followed.

In thE> aummer of 1918, Dr. William

c.

Woodward, for more thi,n twenty years the District health officer, resigned
to become health commissioner of Boston at two and a half times the salary he
received in Washington.

Familiar with the sanitary problems he has struggled

with in the over-crowded cepital, he ·wired Brotmlow in early September to warn
him that several cases of a virulent disease called Spanish flu had occurred
in Boston and to urge hirn to require \'/ashington physicia,;is to report any

pected cases.

Prompt action on that advice failed to head off the plague;

by September 21, it hed hit Wasrington with full force.
broke down:

BUS-

The reporting service

doctors were swamped with desperately ill and dying patients.

l's

both Commissioner Gardiner and General Knight were stricken, Brownlow, together
with the new health officer, Dr. Fowler, called upon every unit of the Di.strict
government for help.

They closed the theatres, the movie houses, the churches

and most of the shops, persuPded the school boPrd to close the schools, and,
with the cooperation of the Visiting Rurse fssocietion, the RPd Cross and a
volunteer motor corps, opened nursing centers in four or five schoolhouses.
But the epidemic spread.

Physicians and nurses caught the disease.

hospital bed in the city was filled,

Every

At one point George Washington hospital,

one of the largest, had every bed occupied and not a single nurse on duty. With
half the trolley motormen on the sick list, street-car service was utterly disrupted.

And as the death toll mounted, there were neither coffins nor grave-

diggers enough to meet the emPrgency.
"Jlt last,"

Mr. Brownlow lAter wrote, "it se<'l!led that we had come to the

end of our resources.

1h

There was a dreadful Saturday." That day he enlisted

Brownlow,~ Passion for Anonymity, pp.

56, 65-69;

Star, 8-10, 12 Jun 180
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through the l'lhite House the help of every federal Pgency and arranged for a
high-level meeting at the office of tre War Industries Board on Sunday morning.
/' scrutiny of the emergency skills listed by war workers who had come to Wa,hington
revealed people With nursing skills or medical e:xperience.

Judge Parker of

the War Industries Poard virtually corrun.andeered a building just vacated by a
division of the firmy, contrP.ctors and unton representatb·es were told to ready
the building for hospital use, while merchants assembled seven hundred units of
bedding.

By 8 o'clock ~unday night a seven-hundred- bed h~spital was equipped

and, with a skeleton staff of doctors and nurses b11t1ught together by Prmy and
Navy medicel officers, the P·.1blic Health Service and Dr. Fowler, was ready to
receive patients.

Volunte,,r ambulance drivers worked through the night and by

2 o'clock in the mornine: every bed was filled.

In the interval Secretary of

the Navy Daniels order~>d marines from Quantico, Virginia, to Washington to dig
graves, and, on Judg~ Parker's instructions, two cerloads of coffins in the
Potomac railroad ~~-Tds consigned to Pittsburgh were transferred to the city
hospital where t:1e District realth officer took charge of distributing them for
sale at a fixc-d price •. Thus the dead were buried, end the worst ravages of the
plague halt,:d.

By November

4, the emergency was over. Official records showed

35,000 oa~es reported and 3500 deaths in those six weeks, but no one could
tally t:1e unreported cases, and de11ths resulting from later comnlications ran
into ;iundreds. 1 -'
Magnificent cooperation supported by unlil'lited authority rescued the
Jspital fro'" one of the 'Worst disasters in its history.

But if the behavior of

the local community during the crisis won commendation, during every other period
of the war Washingtonians found themselves held up to opprobrium in the rest of

15

Brownlow, f:_ Passion for ftnoeymity, on. 69-73.
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the country. The source of the greatest ill-will was the housing shortage
and the soreading l"Ul'lors that Washingtonians were ~rofiteering on rents.

The

CO!lll"issioners' reoort of 1919 tells the essentiPls of the story:
Not since the journeying of St. UrS'lila with her 11,000 virgins to their
martyrdom at Jologne, some 1,500 years ago, has there been such a pilgrimege of young women as that which mo.ved toward Washington after the
beginning of the war in 1917.
Many of the young w, men who were attracted by the relatively large
sa-laries offered h@d never been away from home before, and in the
nostalgic reaction which generally arises after separation for the first
till'e from one's family, everything different from what it was at home
was apt to seem objectionable. It hadnot occurred to these pilgrims
that the exnenses must also be figured on a new bP.sis, and that the
advantages of life at home in a small plPce could not be expected in a
crowded city. This also caused disappointment and led to a great maey
undeserved criticisms of Washington people who had never had outsiders
in their homes before, but who were admitting them then from a patriotic
desire to help share With them in. this way the burden which war imposed.
In most cases, the report continued, rents were not raised exorbitantly.

The

enormous rentals voluntarily paid by dollar- a-year men had an imoortant part
in fon"ing the public image of the housing squeeze in Washington. 16 Thus a
magazine writer spoke of the $,30, 000 a year rental one wealthy man pi-id.

On

the other hand, numerous instances showed extortionate charges forced upon
most unwilling victims, but congressional hearings held after the war indicated
fairly clearly that subrentals accounted for t~e worst abuses; property- owners
and real est,te companies trere relatively rarely pm-ty to them. 17
Although the federal government early in the war commandeered buildings
for office sp.-ce and began erecting "tempos" on the Mall, not until the following

l6 Comrs Rpt, 1919, I, 56?-71.

17 CJ..i:ira Savage, "On to Washington," Good Housekee~ing, LXVI, Apr 18,

p. 158; H Dis Comee, Hrg on ''Housing in the Dis of Col, 11 5C, 2s, 9 May 18;
Subcommee of a Dis Comee, Hrgs on "The Hi3h Cost of Living in the Dis of Col,"
66c, lS, 3X Jul-Sep 19, pp. 807-17; Star, 8, 15 Feb, 19 Mar, 9 Apr, 8, 18, 29
May 18, l JBn 19.
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Jsnuery when the Wsr de'!)B.rtment established a housing unit did federal authorities accept any responsibility about finding living quarters for incoming
government clerks; and then, ss informed people acknowledged, without the

,

intellir,ent planning end vigorous work of Mr11. Prchibeld Hopkins, her-d of the
women's committee of thE> District Defense Council, official efforts would have
brought few results. 18 In May 1918 the Civil ServicE> Collll'lission alarmed p('rhaps by stetements that half of its annointments were refused on the grounds
that the pay was insufficient to meet the high cost of l~Ving in Washi~ton,
Congress passed the so-called "Saulsbury ~solution" designed to prevent rent
profiteering, appropriated several million dollars to build dormitories for
government employees, and, since eight thousand alley dwellers if turned out
of their tenanents would further complicate the problem, waived the requirement of the Alley Dwelling act of 1914 tru•t had atipulc>ted complete evacuation
19
of all alley houses h'f the first of July 1~'18.
lfot until September did the
Housing Corporation of the DE>partment of Lahor relieve the District Defense
Council of the task of locating, inspecting ,nd listing available rooms. None
of the government dormitories on the Union Stttion plaza were ready before the
Armistice II so thi>t," the District corranis sioners observed,

11

aside from the un-

occupied houses which ware furnished and opened ,d•,h the grant made through
the War Department at the beginning of 1918, and sc•:te houses which were coM,

m.andeered by the government some seven or eight rnont,,s later, the problem of
caring for incOl'ling government employees was met by th, citizens of Washington. 1120
18 Comrs Rpt, 1919, p. 576; "Living in War-Swollen :•lashini:;ton is a
Serious Problem," Literary Digest, LVII, 27 fpr 18, P• 65.
l9 Conrs Rpts, 1918, p. 6; Star, 1, 3, 6 Jan, 29, 30 l'.ir, 25 May 18.
20 Comrs Rpts, 1919, op. 582-83.
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Those citizens, aware of haVing stopped many gaps for the federal
government, were indignant at hearing themselves excoriated os "rent sharks,
profiteers and cave- dwellers."

"That madman Ben Johnson," as Louis Brownlow

forty years later char acterized the city' s chief enemy on the Hill, led the
att~cks, just as he had in 1910 and after when the House dug up thirty- year
•

old bills and demanded renaymeni; from the District. 21 Two weeks before the
Jlrmistice Theodore Noyes of th,i Star wrot.e angrily:
The last 8UJ11ner has be3n full of bitter days for t~e people of
Washington; gloriously b~.tter in the chee:fful endurance of necessary
patriotic war sacrificer.> with other good P.mericans; humiliatingly bitter
through discriminating, slurring, hurtful legivlation, unnecessarily
imposed or threatened, and through the slanderous vilification of
Washingtonians which :1as accompanied it.
Mr. Johnson denou:1ces the property owners and landlords of Washington
as the most unpatri~tic people in the whole world. He poses as peculiP.rly
the protector of t'1e boys in the trenches and of the civilian war workers.
!fr. Johnson's 'llashine;ton constituency has sent more boys to the
trenches to give their lives to win the war then Y.r. Johnson's Kentucjy
constituency.
His Nation;;,1 Capital constituency has furnished more ciVilian war
workers than :1is Kentucky constituency.
Hitr Washillgton constituency has put up ~:ore money to sustain the boys
in the trer.::hes, and to win the war, in donations through the Red Cross
and othen,ise, in Liberty Loans and in war taxes, than his Kentucky
consti tw..ncy.
When unde1,iaid clerks who worked long hours of overtime protested at an increase
in their hours of work without any increase in pay, some members of Congress
conder.ned them as slackers.

•

22

Perhaps Noyes' wrath was heightened by disappoint-

meD', over the collapse of earlier expectations that the .American public,
:,,iprecieting to the full the contributions of Washingtonians, would henceforward
begrudge nothing to the national capital. 23 Now, es in the Civil War era,

65C,

21 Interview Louis Drmmlow, 22 Sep 1959; ~ . 7 Apr 18; H Rpt 288,
2S, 7 Feb 18, pp. 3-4, Ser 7307. ~ee also oh. XVIII, p.
22 star, 29 Oct 18.

23 ~• •
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again false accusations and injustice were pillorying permanent residents.
Unlike other Jlmerican cities, Washington underwent crises not in periods
of business depression but amid the booming activities of war-time.

The War

of 1812 had nearly extinguished the city; the Civil War and its aftermath had
subjected her citizens to wholesale charges of disloyalty; the war against the
•

Central Powers brought down upon her patriots the hostility of their countrymen
who had every cause for gratitude to them.

If philosophical Washingtonians

recognized this as the price of being citizens of the C!!Pi tal, tliey were nonetheless disturbed, even while they carried on their work at the sacrifice of
local charities and other civic interests, and nursed belief that peace would
restore sounder judgment tot heir critics.

Unhap?ily, time would show that

the attocks, coupled with the failure of att,empts to forestall others, severely
drun;,ged comr.unity l'lorale for a generation to cane.

Indeed Washington never

f'u1J.y regained her former faith in herself.

When t.'11e Armistice cmne, Washingtonians celebrated rather quietly, since
the commissioners requested postponement of a great Victory parade until after
forrna.1 signing of a peace tre;,ty.

The early exodus of war-workers did not

occur, and in fact the demand for housing and prices for all essentials continued
to rise.

T'.oe zeal for good works waned rapidly.

Only large contrirutions from

government employees enabled the city that had prided herself on meeting every

•
•

challenge to raise her $8oo,OOO quota for the "war chest" upon which the YMCft,
the National Catholic War Council, the Jewish Welfare RoArd, the ~a½vation Arrrry
and severPl other organizations depended in caring for servicemen.

The drive

for Red Cross members in Deceni>er 1918 was close to a complete failure;
Washington did about a third as well as the national average.

Perhaps still more

indicative of the general spiritual exhaustion that overtook the connnunity, the

16
annual campaign to raise money for the fssociated Charities fell $2000 short
of its modest $8800 goai. 24
The one project that appeared to evoke universal enthusiasm among
••

•

Washingtonians was the drive !'or a constitutional amendment giving the Di.strict
voting representation in CoJ'€ress and the electoral college,

In May and June

1917 resolutions offered in House and Senate and referred to the Judiciary
comrti.ttees had proposed a diluted version of thllt plPn, n2.mely a constitutional
amendment authorizing Congress whemiver it saw fit to gr~nt Washingtonians
represent2tion; presumably the sponsors believed that amendment, if passed and
ratified, a sufficient public mandate to persuade Congress to act promptly.
But war, as the Board of Trade observed glumly, relegated all Di.stridt affairs

to the background, Now

with the fighting war over, citizens with a singleness

of pul'!)ose new in the District's political history set out to win the status
which recent experience had convinced them was their surest safeguard against
future injustice.

Carefully laid plans included an educational cartpaign to

enlighten congressional constituents throughout the United States about the
handicaps under which residents of the capital suffered 25
0

In January 1919 the undertaking got off to a good start. A citizens'
comro.ttee had laid the groundwork in 1916 by visiting other cities to assemble
data on their tax structure, so that a nucleus of organization was already in
existence.
•

The impressive feature of the new Citizens' Joint Collllllittee on

National Representation far the District of Columbia, headed by Theodore Noyes
and John Joy Edson, was the all-inclusiveness of the white groups participating-the Chamber of Commerce, too Board of Trade, the Merchants and Manufacturers

24 star, 14, 21 Iiov, 16, 17, 2J-26 Dec 18.
25 fnl Rots B of Tr, 1917, pn. 14-17, l'll8, pp. 59-68; ~tar, 1 Jan 18,
1 Jan 19; Rec, 65c, 1.S, Apr 17, p.
, May 17, p.
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Association, the Central Labor Union, the Federation of Citizens' Associations,
th!? Olc'est Inhabitants Association, the Bar Association, the Monday Fvening
Club, the Real F.state Brokers Pssociation, the ~0th Century Club ann a half
dozen more, in short, every significant civic rnd business organization in
white Washington.
•

The local press carried long accounts of progress; out-of-

to.m newspai,er correspondents, such as David Lawrence of the New York Evening
Post, Willirun Brigham of the Boston Transcript, and ~lark Goodwin of the Dllllas
Evening Journal, gave the program good notices.

Local business firms attached

to their out-of-town correspondence red stickers informing recipients that the
District, with 400,000 inhabitants, paid truces, obeyed federal laws and went
to war, but was voteless.

The response was surprisingly quick and encouraging.

Offers of support flowed in from many parts of the country where people expressed
astonishment at learning that Washingtonians were disenfranchised or paid taxes
in any form.

Not a dissident note sounded for weeks. But neither did anything

happen on the Hill. 26
Some opposition from Congress was to be expected, for, although the

1918 election hedput Republicans in control of both houses, objections to a
partly ?fogro electorate j_n the capital seemed likely.

Moreover, en off-the-

record statement from ~enator Sherman of Pennsylvimia indici>ted other ldnds of
hostility:
•

''Washington has more profiteers and grafters than any city in the

United States." Give them representation in Congress and they would allow the
national legislature no time for mything except satisfying their demands for
free gifts.

But in early March 1-lhen House leader Mondell reportedly ennounced

that in attempting "long-distance" governing of the District Congress was
"making a mess of the job," and Commissioner Brownlow and a conference of one
26 J. D. Kaufman, Scra-:,books on Washington Home Rule, Book I, Newspaper
clipnings, Jan-Mar 19, Book II, Correspondence.
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hundred city mi>yors and state governors endorsed suffrar,e for Washington,
prospects for early success looked rouy. 27
While Congress, ostensibly waiting for completion of the peace negotiations at Versailles, delayed action on the District's appeal, the first sherp
criticisms of the plan aopeared 1n the New York City oress.

•

The attacks were

directed chiefly at Washington' s tax rates and the federal contrihution to
expenses.

The ~un derided complaints from a city where taxes werP set at

fl.50 on ~100 of assessed property valuations, snd a wee~ later the paper
printed a coJ11Municstion from a Washingtonian sayi.ng old resi.dents were content
with things as they were.

The New York Post declared that ur,l;il the creation

of the territory in 1871 "there had been no taxes in the District" and debts
had accumulated only when the territory 2nd votjng existed.
newspapers elsewhere picked up the theme.

In 1,id-April

The Shreveport, Louisiana, Journel,

for exsmple, carried a long account of D.is trict greed:

11

The politic,•l atmo-

sphere of Hashington would be even more sinister than it is now under ,, form
of stetehood. 11

Unfortunately, amid all the careful organization of the ~ocal

campaign, no one had found a method of presenting an accurate lucid picture
of the incidence of taxes in Washington.

Repeated statements pointed out tha\

the District paid more thPn sixteen states in federal income and internal
revenue taxes, but when a letter from an Iowa Chamber of Conmlerce inquired how
•

the levies on Washington business firms compared with t~ose of other cities,
no fool-proof fi.gµres were available for an informing reply.

Indeed, the 1916

hearings had sho1m the impossibility of PrriVing Pt en exact easily understandable
conroarison, because federal and District costs and services were so closely
'27 Star, 17 Feb 19; Times, 4, 11 Mar 19; lfashington Herald, 8 Mar 19;
ltr, Sydney A. ~chwartz to J. lJ, Kaufmen, 13 Feb 19, K:mfman Scrapbook II; and
m.nnerous out-of-town newspaper clippings in Kaufman Scrapbook Io
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intertuined.

Lengthy involved explanations tended to raise as lll?ny douhts i,s

they settled.

Nor di~ the publicity explain the hasic difficulty of oersuading

Congress to sanction the use of District taxea for badly needed expenditures
such as higher salaries for school teachers or new schoolhouses.

Interestinely

enough, neither Washington nor other metrpolitan deily papers commented openly
upon the oossihle impect of District suff'ra&e on race reletions or rer.wrked
on colored Washington's aloofness from the campaign. 28
Upon the convening of the 66th Congress on May 19, 1919, resolutions
identical with those buried in the earlier Congress again went to the Judiciary
29
colll!1littees.
But by then the outwardly solid front Washingtonians had presented
in Jenuary had begun to reveal creeks.

Differences of opinion about what speci-

fied form of government to seek had eXisted from the moment influential business
organizations like the Board of Trade had first i>dnitted the wisdom of some
change.

The Board of Trade committee from the begtnning had advocated only

representation ~n Congres~ and perpetuation of an anpointed col11J!lission for local
government.

The Chmiher of Comm@rce stood for securing a place in Congress

first and then considering the question of elective city officials.

The labor

unions on the contrary, urged along with voting representation in national
affairs, immediate substitution of elected local officials for the commissioners.
While keeping himself out of the discussions, Louis Brownlow, the best-informed
•

person in Was"ington on District administrative problems, had also reached the
conclusion thPt home rule wai; vi tally il'lportant to the city's well-being.

28New York Sun, 31 Mar, l1 Apr 19; New York ~ . 29 l<'ar 19; Shreveport
Journal, 17 Ppr 19 and other cliooings of Ppril 1919 and later in Kaufman,
Scrapbook I; ltrs in Scrapbook II. See above ch. XVII, p.

29 Rec, 66c, 1s, 19 May 19, p. 25, 12 Jun 19, p. 1013.
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"Beci,use the membership of Congress was overwhell'>ingly ruri>l in bEtckground,
it 1-111s frequently irnoossihle to get the necessary legislation or the required
P~propriations of funds to enable the District to keep up with the constantly
increasing demPn<ls of lmerican urbi:>n life. n30 Even two District senators and
two or more representatives in the House would not ensure attention to parochial
•

concerns from s hody whose nPtionPl Pnd internEttion;,l reBt>onsibilities were
mounting with every passing year,

Business leEtders, if 1>w11re of that prohabi-

lity in 1919, were still loPth to entrust city government .to an elected
municioal council; they preferred to take their chances on getting congressional approval of needed expenditures rather than risk giving control to an
electorate in which propertyless voters might predominPte 0
ComMissioner GPrdiner hed told the Bo;:,rd of Trade in 1917 that Negro
voting would be a calamity for the city, but the angry retort of the colored
nress had sjlenced further public comments of that sort. 31 Unwavering united
dedicPtion on the 011rt of the community to revisions of the District's political
nosition w:>s

PS

unlikely to hPve produced an early resoonse in 1919 as in the

1870's, but the cooling of local ardor in the summ0r after the war certainly
was no encouragement to the Judici11ry committees to report ;,nd favorably upon
the resolutions referred to them.

Later statements froM the Board of Trade

contended that WaPhingtonians were still detemined to obtain the constitutional
•

Pmendment 11nd that del~ys hPd arisen solely hecause of protracted senate debetes
over ratification of the Treaty of Versailles Pnd then by the bitterly fought
Lei>gue of NPtione issue in the nPtion11l election of 1920. Yet the Wom11n Suffrage

30 ~ Rpts Rd of

12:,

1917, p. 15, 1918, p. 51, 1919, p. 11; Times,

9 Feb 19; star, 12 Feb 19; Brownlow, Passion for lnonyrnity, p. 100.
31 Bee, 27 Jim, 15 Dec 17.
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and Prohibition amendments oassed in that interval, and subtle evidence ooints
to a shift in the point of view of both Congress 2nd Washingtonians after
July 1919.

For that month

SllW

a flare-up of violence in the ci ty 1 s race

relations as alarmi~ to her'\ested interests as it was disgracefu1.3 2 Thereafter white enthusirsm for political changes never again reached the pitch
•

it had attained six months before.
The attitude of colored Washington toward the war :-nd toward white
coJ!1Jllunity programs by md large was at once logical and dignified. Wrshington
Negroes, unlike colored radicals in several northern cities in 1916, had not
seriously considered putting race before country.

On the contrary, they

looked upon the war as their opportunity to win recognition as loyal /lmericens
and the inevitable postwar readjustments as an unPqurlable chPnce to esteblish
themselves permPnently in a sound economic position. The Washington branch of
the N/lAcP decl~ed pl!triotism did not require colored men to put uo with
injustice or remain silent about lynchings in the ~outh and un~rovoked attacks
such as occurred in Fast St. Louis, Illinois. Nor could aey law-abiding white
person want Negroes to ignore outrages of that sort.

President Wilson himself

rather belatedly in the summer of 1918 issued a strong statement on lynchings.33
But fror- early 1917 till the return of colored troops of the AFF two years
later complaints about rPcisl discrimination in Washington, though voiced again
and i,gain, were fewer :md less bitter than :>t any time in the preceding fifteen
years.

Acknowledgments of evrry discoverable evidence of white fairness ap:ieared

32 Anl Rpts ~ of Tr, 1919 (bound with Rpt for 1920), o. 128, 1920, p.
131; Star, 9 Dec 19; Herald, 23 lfov 19.
33 Crisis, XIV, Jul 17, p. L, Oct 17, o. 3011, XVI, Sep 1~, po. 217-19,
XVII, Feb 19, pp. 182-8L, 19L; RPe, 1$' Jun 111.
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in the loc2l Negro oress along With exhortations to colored people to ml'lke
the nost of the new openings which wholehearted cooperation with whites in
winning the wp.r would bring. 34 Here was obviously the counsel of hope.

How-

evt>r fli.Jilsy its foundPtions, it was the b2sis uoon ~luch colored WPehington
•

built until the soring of J.919.
•

Thus the District's colort>d c;,,ndidates for officer trPining SWP.llowed
their initial dismay 2t the War Department 's decision to send them to an
rll- Negro camp at Des Hoines, Iowa, for as the Bee, weekly orgrn of the articulate Negro collll!'.unity, pointed out, there they could have a beater chance to
orove their worth than in a mixed c2mp.

The~ wPrned colored servicemen

not to write home about every slight t hey endured; their record, the editor
11rgued, wonld pleed tt>eir case eloquently for them upon their return.

After

Pll, hPd not the Star, in the past no friend to colored Washington, printed
ohotogr@?hs of two of the District's Negro officers col!l!llissioned at Fort tes
Moines?

Other signs of white recognition of colored men's value seemed to

a-ppear in Herbert Hoover's apnointment of a Negro science teacher from the
Dunbar High School to head the colored bure;,u of the Food /dministration; in
Secretary of War Newton BPkt>r 1 s making Fmmt>tt J. Sc0tt,

Pn

intir-ate of Booker T.

Washington, an PSFil'tPnt in the War Depc'rtmt>nt and the local chapter of the
Red CroFs 1 selecting him t o serve on the finPnce conu,,ittee; in the Labor
Depa..-tment 1 s ersignment of George Heynef to a responsible position, and SecretRry
of the Treasury Mcfdoo's plm to send fifty colored men across the country to
explain n2tionel war aims to Negroes.

Even the arch conservative Oldest

Jnh8bitP.nts Association h;,d invited the Oldest InhPbitrnts Associat;on (Colored)

34 Bee, lh, 21 /or, 5, 26 May, 2, 30 Jun, 2A Jul, 11, 25
1, 15 Dec 17, 18 l-'11y, 7 Sep lR.

ftug,

29 Sep,

23
to visit the white headquarters in the old firehouse at 19th and H streets
northwest. 35
Neither patriotism nor determined faith in the future, however, could
conceal the repeated proofs of lingering white hostility.

Southern members

of Congress introduced new JLm Crow legislation for the District which,
•

though not passed, was a slap st the Negro war effort.

Realization that a

well-built house in Le Droit Park, by 1917 a virtually solidly colored section,
was a better buy at $3000 than a smaller house at ll6o:lo in a partly white
neighborhood did not lessen Negro wrath at new nrooosals for resinential
segregation.

Colored troops on the move had to rine in dirty Jim Crow cars.

When a Negro sentry st ~amp Ordway in northei>st 1::>shington shot a white man
for not obeying the command to halt, the court-martialled soldiPr received a
three-year sentence for needless haste in doing his duty.

In spite of the

much-talked-of manpower shortage, government offices turned away colored people
qualified by Civil Service examinations, the District police department took
on no colored patrolmen, and even the draft boards called up Negro registrants
only when the list of whites was exhausted.

The Washington street railway

comnaniPs when in need of some five hundred operatives refused to hire Negroes.
The Red Cross segregated colored volunteers fron white. 36 Although Negro
builders, if provided with cash, wer11 rendy to put up houses for the alley
dwellers who by the law of 1914 would be expelled in July 1918, District offi~
cials and Congress rejected the new housing plan as impractical and instead

35 Bee, 23, 30 Jun, 15 Seo, 10 llov 17, 2 Feh, 16 Mar, 13 !pr,
25 May, 8 Jun 1e.; ~ , 21 Oct 17, l 0,1t 18.
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36 Star, 3 ~eo, 12 Cct, 25 Dec 17, lij Jul 18; Bee, 3, 10 Nov 17, 2, 9
Feb, 9, 23, 30 Mar, 13, 27 Apr, 8 Jun, 21, 28 Sep 18.
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threw away i>n act which nublic-e-oirited citizens hPd fought hP:rd to get pPssed.
To the intense disanpointment of part of the colored intelligentsia, uoon the
retirement of PrPsident NPwman of Howard University the trustees again elected

,.

a white rre n to the position.

For the first ti me Megroes heard themselves called

"darkies" in a District courtroom.
•

The daily newspapers, asserted the Bee,

featured stories of Negro crao games but ignored all colored social betterment
activities including the not inconsiderable achievement of raising enough
money to start a new t200,ooo colored YWCA building.37 If all this did not
add uo to intensified raci~l antagonisms, neither did it presage a rapid
easing of tensions after the war.
Negro leaders knew that some white Washingtonians deplored th~ continuing of discriminatory practices and fully .mpreciated what Negroes had done
and were doing for their country, During 1918 several eminent whites joined
the local branch of the NPJCP. 38 The best element in the colored community
consequently dared hope thPt, With the backing of the l)f'rcentive element of
the white comrrunity, the postwar world ~!ould bring colored people justice. The
}:rmistice meant that every fair-minded Washingtonian, white, coffe~-colored, or
black, could wholeheartedly join the fight for democracy at home.

Prchibald

GTimke, head of the Washington NJIACP and president of the .American Negro
fcarlemy, told fellow'members of the academy at its twenty second annual meeting
in December 1919:

"I am glad to say thc't associated with us in this campaign

37 Crisis, XIV, Jul 17, p. 139, XVII, Jan 19, P• 116; Star, 3 Jan 18;
Bee 12 Jan, 2, 23 FPb, 2 Mar, 18 P.ay 18; H Rpt 420, 65C, 2S,'°TMar 18, Ser
730 ; S P.ot 418, 65C, 2S, 30 Ppr 18.

4

38 Ltrs, Corcoran Thom to Mary Church Terrell, 25 Nov 18, and Jane Ogle,
Asst Director Pereonnel Dept, War Camp Community Service, to M,C. Terrell,
3 Dec 17, Terrell mss {L,C); Bee, 21 Jun 19.
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for justice are a number of leading white men. We do not have to fight this
battle alone 0 11 39 J\hout the same time John R, Hawkins presented to the Wc:shington
Nt.ilCP fourteen points, paralleling President Wilson's famous fourteen points
for worlrl democracy, which alone would rive meaning to the word in the United
States. While Mpry White Ovington, one o.f the wl-Jite founders of the National
•

t.s sociation, wrote in the Crisis that "the last olace to which the returning
colored soldier Clln look for justice is Washington, the very fountainhead of
the government he has so faithfully served," she added:

"The ~ower of numbers,

but organized numbers, is the oower that wins ·~he battle. 11
Every oppre~sed group ••• is engaged )n a separate struggle to secure
somethi ng of value for itself in the chaoe thr t comes at the close of a
great war. Now • • • while systems are flu:.d, before t he structure of
society bei::omes rigid again is the opportunity to win the reality of
democracy.40
Washingtoni:?ns won a first minor victory i: January 1919 when Commissioner
Brownlow, already known to have no racial bias, acted upon their plea to establish nn all-Negro platoon in the Fire Department, n1 arrangement that ensured
oro~otions for the four colored veterans of twenty l~ars' service in the
Department and gave new aopointees a chance to prove their competence under men
of their o,m rPce. 41 Equally helpful to colored morale were several articles
in the Star describing the valor of the District ' s "ftmous old 1st Separate
Battalion" in action in France.

Of the battalion's 4811 Weshinrto ·ians, 25 had

been awarded the Croix de Guerre, and the officers of 1he French regiment to
•

which the battalion was attached had nothing but highes ·, praise for the entire

39 Star, 26 Dec 18.
LO Mary White Ovington, "lteconstruction and t he Ne~ro," Crisis, XVII,
Feb 19, pp. 169-70, 172; Bee, 16 Nov 18, 4, 18 Jan, 15 Fe• 19.
4l Star, lil Jan 19; Bee, 8, 22 Nar, 7, 14 Jun, 19 ,ul 19.
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unit. The Star correspondent, remarking thi>t the city would surely want to
stage

P

home-co!".ing demonstration for these trooos, declPrPd "every citizen

of lfashington--in f;,ct of the United States--shonlcl feel oroud of them. 11

t

few days l!'ter the cl'>ief secret:,ry of th<' nPtionPl fplv;,tion Army, who said he
h:id
•

11

P oretty complete record" of the conduct of the colored solcliers, announced

that "something ought to be done to show their courage and fidelity were
appreciPted. 11 He hrd rented a building in Washington to house them when they
returned late in March 1919. 42
Thi>t was the last exoression of general good will in Washington. The
parade of rPturned soldirrs, led by President Wilson, took place before the
1st Seni>rate BattPlion reached home. 43 Ps if Plarmed by the praise already
meted out to the colored heroes, Washington's white newspapers after Februery
h~d nothing ~ore to say of them or indeed of Negroes' part on the home front.
By

late spring, the Crisis reported, influential t mericans were repeating

comments supposedly originating with high-ri>nking officers of the AEF that
"the Negro officer is

P

failure" flnd the beh11vior of colored trooos in France

hPd been cowardly in battle Pnd improper in sociPl cont1>cts with French oeople.

w.

E. Jl. DuBois ;,fter three months in Europe snent in collecting facts for an

:iuthentic "History of the Rlack Mi>n in the Great War" concludecl that "No nerson
in an officit>l position dare tell the truth" about the shabhy treatment the
Pmerican army hPd accorded colored soldiers.44
While most of colored Washington was smarting with indignation over what

h2 Star,

14, 15, 17, 28 Feb 19.

43 St!!r, 27 Feh 19.
44 Crisis, XVII, Jpn 19, op. 111-12, XVIII, ~ey 19, PP• 9-11, Jun 19,
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seemed to them a conspiracy of silence broken only by innuendo about their
wPr service, a grouo of colored parents launched a six months fight with the
school boa~d over its refusal to dismiss Assistant fuperintendent P.oscoe
Conkling Bruce.

The Parents League representing perhaps six or seven hundred

colored perents accused Bruce of fPvoritism in mPking teaching aopointments
•

and, worse, lrck of vigilance in what came to be known .is the "Moens affair."

Dr, John Ven Schayck, a white member of the school board, armed with a recommendation from the Dutch embassy, had given a Dutch anthrooologist by the name
of Moens permission to ohotogr~h some of the c:l.ty's colored school ~hildren
for purooses of conpsrative anthropologicai data.

Bruce had unofficially

concurred. But Moens, so the stories ran, had taken adviantage of innocent
children and indulged in indecent behaVior with one of the colored teachers.
White members and Mrs. Coralle Cook, a Negro member of the school board, upheld
Bruce and, probably rightly, tended to dismiss the tales about Moens as grossly
exaggerated.

But Negro women picketed tre Franklin school building week after

week whenever the school board met at its offic~s there.

That only a small

minority of the Negro comMunity took stock in the lurid rumors about the Moens'
affair or shared the view of the Parents League that here was fresh evidence
of white indifference to Negroes' good name apparently failed to affect the
opinion of white supremacists that the agitation proved all Negroes emotionally
unstable and lacking in judgment.

Certainly the hostility and anger evinced

by the Parents League heloed kill any nascent Negro interest in the whitesoonsored Home Rule movement. 45
Still more impart~nt in building up racial tensions in Washington in the

---------

45 Bee, 29 ~,ar1. 12, 26 fpr, 28 Jun 19; Star, 10 Jun 19, 1 Jan 20;
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first helf of 1919 was the outbreak of a crime wave of More serious oroportions
th~n en,v that occurred before or during the war.

The newso:>oer Pccounts of

street robberies :>nd attacks unon women generally conveyed the imoression that
Negroe~ were responsible, es in some ceses they were.

The ~tar declared

"thousands of young war workers in the city hed a hysteria of fear."

•

accused the Negro prese of

11

a plot" to stir up race hatred.

The~

In early July a

series of sex crimes, most of them, later evidence established, committed by
a single colored mPn, whipped the city into a fury of alnrm and rage.

/>. Negro

bishop assured whites that colored peoole would join in the menhunt, while the
Bee, aware that the temper of white Washington might lePd to nunishment of
colored innocents, insisted that the criminals were not local Neg~oes and that
an all-Negro precinct in the un~ermanned police department would be useful in
bringing the assaults to an end.

/>t the same tine the local NAACP sent letters

to the city's white dailies warning them that further "infle111Matory headlines
1md

sensetional news articles" would encourage race riots.

Hundreds of service-

men stPtioned in Pnd about Washington w~o roPmed the streets during those hot
July eveninrrs added-to the sense of uneasy restlessness pervading the city.

In

a situation already explosive their presence served as a fuse requiring only a
minor episode trigger violence.

The provost guard and military police on duty

in Washington had been withdrawn in June.

46

The "Red Scare," moreover, which soon swept through the entire country,
had already begun in the capital.

In June a boMb set in the house of the new

46 Star, 1, 2, 2L, 25 Feb, 22, 23 Jpr, 30 Jun, 1, 2, 6-8, 11, 12, 14,
19, 21 Jul 19; Bee, 12 Jul 19; Post, 7, 12, 15, 17, 19 Jul 19; Crisis, XVIII,
Sep 19, p. 242.
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/ttorney General convinced conservative citizens that "boleheviks" were about
to destroy t he entire fabric of /mericc1n society.

11

It is unsafe, " announcf>d

the St~, "to wait for specific proof of individual criminality.
to delc1y until jury-proof cases can be found."

It is dangero,,s

Plthough no one ceme out flatly

with the i>ccusation thi>t colored Wsrhington was one of the "red centers" in
•

the United States, anxieties lest redicalism est tts way into Washington's
working classes, at the bottom of which stood the cit y's black masses, undoubtedly increased racial sni.J,-osities. 47
The first overt acts of race warfare occu'Ted on a Saturday night, July
19th:

Men in Uniform Attack Negroes" ran the Sunday headlines.

11

to t he esseults on white women ••• a hand of l"ore tran

P

"As a climax

hundred soldiers,

sai lors Pnd w>rines last night invaded southwest end heat severPl colored
persons before they were finally disnersed by a provost guard, a detachment
of mPrines and reserves from three police stations. 11 48 Worse followed.

On

Monday mornil'.€ the Washington Post, after describing ~unday's riots, carried
P.n alarming erticle under

P

huge headline reading Scores~ Injured in More

~ce Riots:
It was learned that the mobilization of every available service man
stl'tioned in or near Washington or on l eave here has been ordered for
tol"orrow evening near the Knights of ~lumbus hut, on Pennsylvania avenue
between seventh And eighth streets.
The honr of essemhly is 9 o'clock and the purpose is e "clean-up" that
will c;,use the events of the lPst two evenings to pale into insignificence.
Whether officiel cognizance of t ~is ~ssemblage !'Ind its intent will bring
i>bont its forestalling cannot be told. 4
47 Star, 5, 11-13 Feb, 16, 17, 19, 20 fpr,
Nov 19, 3 Jan 20; Bee, 16 Feb 18.
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If, as Colll!"issioner llrotmlow and Major Pullman finnl.y believed, "thel:e white
ex-service men were fri>uds, paid to FOvoke the trouble they began," and if
the Washington Post, on instructions fro!'1 its owner, WPS cleliherately fPnning
the firPs, the wicked Pnd malicious scheme suc~eeded.SO "ThPt night," Louis
Brownlow wrote forty yePrs l;,,ter, "the race riot swept over W:,shington.
•

If it

h:>d not been for the good work of police and soldiers who kept the large mobs
from contact, the city would have been a shambles.

During the week the race

riots in Chicago Pnd Knoxville followed and the month of July ended with a
feeling of apprehension and disturbence. 11 Sl
In Washington colored people, convinced that the time for meekness had
uassed, fought bPck for a day or two until, as the oolice received reinforcements, Negroes chose to avoid further provoci>tion by staying off the streets
after twilight.

By

the end of the week outward order was restored.

But Negro

anger did not subside, for they learned that although every eye-witness of the
opening fights testified thet white men had been the aggressors, of the hundred-odd
persons arrested only eight or nine were whites and of those few only one was
convicted for ci>rr-ying a concealed weapon.

Foothing words in the white oress

to the effect that the "colored residents of Washington are lPw-abiding people,
good citizens end depencleble in all crises" ceme too late to allay hitterness.'2
Yet colored leaders displayed extraordinary restri,int.

/>

week after the

first outbreak Judge Terrell and Dr. Fmmet J. Scott, former special assistant
to the Secretary of \far, issued

El

statement to Negro newspepers in the rest of

So Brownlow, Passion for /\nonymity, p. 84; interview Brownlow, 18 Nov SR;
Comrs Rot, 1920, I, 223; StP.r, 21 Jul 19.
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the country pointing out thet whereas white servicemen were unquestionably
to blame for the W:,shington riots i,nd Negro retali;,tion w:is n?tural, the
l'!ost inmort1>nt f1>ct was that "white i>nd colored citizens freely counseling
together in the interest of law and order" had succes1;fully reestablished
oeace and that henceforward all efforts !!l\l.St be directed at preservi~ the
•

"gains of mutual war-time sacrifices."') James Weldon Johnson, the NAACP
investigator sent down from New York, shared ComMissioner Brownlow1 s private
opinion that the Washington Post had had!' large oart in fomenting the violence.
His report in the Crieis contained touches of humor:

he had received a cordial

welcome from the city editor who asst•med that Johnson had come to tell
WPshington ?fegroes "to be good," and hPd then s,tffered near-panic upon discovering t~at the NA.PCP might ask the Attorney General to bring action against
Washingtl,n's white newspapers, the

!".2!!l above all, for inciting to riot.

Johnson averred that Negro courage had saved the day !.n Washington.

By

fighting "in defense of their lives and homes" instead <'f running, they had
prevented Wi>sl'>ington 1 s heing 11another and worse f Pst St. L.,uis. 11

Indeed, he

concluded, bad i,s things had been, white shame over the shorking events in
W11shington and Chicago "m!'rk

II

turning ooint in the psycholog;; of the whole

nation regarding the Negro problem. nSh That note of encouragemt·nt, if in the
long run overly optimistic, appeared justified in the months il!Jlll8t.i.:;,tely fol-lowing, for 1-/;>shington's white press, perhaps frightened by the cons,,quences
of its earlier propaganda, ceaeed to haJ"'!'.) on Negro cri~inality.

In DeL~mber

at a meetinr, called to raiee money for a war mrmorial to colored heroes f~r

SJ Star, 27 Jul 19.
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which a hill had been introduced in Congress, the response of eminent white
m~n was heartening.

Secretary of War Newton D. BPker and SPcretary of the

Navy Jof:ephus DaniPls both spoke on the occasion, and "the tahPrnPcle quaked
from the Pcclamation of iroproval" when Jur!ge Stafford chPllenged the crowd:
"Cite me a Clli>e of a Negro traitor"; "Show me a Negro anarchist"; "Let me see
•

a Negro bolshevist"; "The only red rag the Negro ever carried w:,s when his
shirt was stained crirr.son by the sacrificicl blood he gave for fimerica. 1155
The single most penetrating analysj.s of the Negro problem in Washington
and in Chicago came from the pen of George F.. Haynes, director of Negro
Fconomics in the United States Department of Labor, writing on ''Race Riots in
Relst:i.on to DemocrPcy." He recognized tte role of sensational journalism in
contributing to racial hostility, but he nelieved three other factors equally
significant.

First was the lack of mutual understanding that resulted from

the loss of contPct between the races:
The lack of contact has increased with the years. Older residents of
Weshington i,nd Chicago tell you of the 1:rowing racii>l ant2gonism with
the growth of sepi,ration. Only a few W€eks before the riots in both
cities, some leading people of Washington were discussing the fi>ct thP.t
in fonner yei,rs the white i>nd colored rei:·. •esentntives of VPrious philanthropic and community agencies were accusl·,om!'d to meet more frequently
than now for the exchi>nge of views and plans on matters of community
in~erest. The holding of such meetings hfa grown more difficult and less
frequent • .
Second was the growill: militi>nce of the Negro c·.mmunity.
•

Generations of seeing

the unequal enforcement of the law had led the N,,gro to believe "his safety
demands that he protect himse°lf and his home, 11 a conviction strengthened by a
new conceotion of liberty thi>t accompanied the hi,\her standard of _living war
had brought to thous1mds of colored families.56 C1her observers of the WPshington

55 Star, 16 Dec 19.
56 George E, Heynes, "R;ice Riots in Relation to Democracy," Survey.

XLII, 9 fiug 19, pn. 697- 99.
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scene had remllrked upon white irritation at Negroes• improved economic status:
"Everywhere one can hear expressions of disgust llt the expensive clothes of
successful Negroes, their owning automobiles, etc." Th:>t OOlllMent in turn bore
out the validity of Haynes' view of the increasing lack of contact between
the races, inasmuch

•

PS

unper class colored WPshington from the early 1880's

onward had included elegantly dressed, well-to-do Negroea. 57

The third new

factor in the situation was in some measure e corollary of the second, namely
the realization of both white end colored Jl.mericPns that the United States,
as one of the rreat world powers, was now "face to face with the problem of
dealing with the darker peoples of }sia, Jfrica, Centr11l end South America."
Those peoples would judge the United States by the treatment white Pmericens
accorded darker-skinned 'citizens with~n our borders.

That ?n AbysPinian

mission bed been in the netional capital during the riots was an uncomfortable
reminder to intelligent Washingtonians that race rPlations here had a wider
bearing than a purely domestic local quest ion.58
While much of the colored community h8d benefitted fran better paid
jobs during and immediately after the war, school teachers and government
clerks who composed the backbone of the middle class hed, like their white
counteroarts, suffered from the oinch of rising living costs and very minor or
no salary increases. Moreover, as for years pest, the nnnber of appointments
•

to professional or clerical aopointments in Washington fell far shcrt of the
number of Negro candidates qualified either by graduation from the Miner Normal
School or by Civil Service ratings.

Assistant Superintendent Bruce, head of

57 "The Darkest Clous," furvey, XLII, 2 Jug 19, pp. 675-76; see shove
ch. ~.
58 Seen. 56;
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the colored schools, while fighting to get better salP.ries for colored
teachers, 1mnlied, however, that those willing to leP.ve 1-.'aEhington now had
larger opoortunities thM formerly becpu~e of the prosperity the war had brought
to Negroes in other cities. 59 The opening of a colored IndustriPl $avings
BPnk on U street Pnd a new well-built well- furnished Nrgro hotel indicated that,
..

in spite of inflation, Negro business enterprises in WaEhington had also enjoyed
some success, and the wider support of civic betterment projects suggested
that m· ny Negro fanilies had more financial leeway than ever before.

But the

NAfcP and the Washington Bee repeatedly warned colo:-ed people that racial
solidarity waE essential to continued improvement in their condition.

In this

cause the NftACP undertook to enlarge its membership, and the Bee meted out to
its readers rebukes for their lapses and oraise for their every achievement.6o
If colored Washine;tonians reached thf' point in the autumn of 1919 of
believing they h?d gained more th;in they lost by the r11ce riots, white Washingtonians recognized that the outburst had lowered the city's standing in the
eyes of the rest of the country.

Unlike the sweeoing accusations about war-time

profiteering, the criticism in this case, honest people knew, was not unrleserved.
Comrissioner 'Prownlow and Major Pullman were not in a position to publicize
their conviction thpt the riots were a put- up job aimed st bringing the District
police into l'lisrepute and fo:ccing Major Pullman to resign.

•

ApPrt from the

futility of levying charges they could not prove, any hints they could offer

•

59 Comrs P.pts, 1919, IV, p. 238, Ser
, 1920, IV, pp. 323-39, Ser.
%er, 19 Mar 20; Crisis, XIII, Mey 17, p. 280.
6o Bee, 6, 13 Jan, 3, 17 reb, 17 Mar, 29 /pr, 5, 26 May, 4 J'ug, 15 Sep 17,
26 Ji>n, 16 ?far, 20 Apr, 22 Jun, 13, 19 Jul, 5 Oct 18, 15 Feb, 29 ~!ar, 26 Apr 19;
Crisis, XIII, Feb 17, pp. 168, 174-76, :JC1!, Jun 17, P• 89, XVI, J'ug 18, p.
,
XVII, Jan 19, Po 116, XVIII, Jul 19, P• 1>4.
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would only reveal en unsavory aspect of the city's past which would do her
more h~rm than good.
Doubtless thousands of people admitted privately that for years vice
had flourished rather openly in Washington and, until Major Pullman became
Chief, the police deoertment had tended to wink at it.
•

current in 1917 told of

R

61

One story still

"m;,dam" brought :i.J1to court for running a disorderly

house who resoonded to the judge's query with the bland st:>tement that it was
common knowledge that hers was the second-be1;t house in Washington.
best? 11 asked the judge.

"Second-

"Oh, your Honor," sh~ replied "everybody knows that

the Treasury runs the best." The judge, acknodedging the justice of the
62
comnent, reduced her fine.
True, aoocrynh:>l, or co~nletely f;,lse, the
tale suggested an etmosnhere of morel laxity in t~e city which Brownlow and
Pullman were unwilling to broadcast even while the: set themselves to employ
the police power to curb it.

In doing so they inCUI\'ed the hitter enmity of

the spoiled heir of a large fortune who controlled th~ Washington Post 11t the
time and was not, in Bro1mlow 1 s view, above using any veapon, including a race
riot, to injure officials who interfered with his pleas~~es.

A

modified

version of that explanation t>opeared anonymously in the ~;rvey attributing
the source of the trouble to anti-prohibition forces which "welcomed and to
some extent planned a 'crime w;,ve' in the.natjon 1 s capital to illustrPte the
•
•

appalling consequences of the bone-dryness since July first.n63 That interpretati on

61 Brownlow,

t

Passion for Anonymity, p. 24.

62 Anecdote told the author by a former Secretary of Stat,, who heard
it in 1922 from a former judge of the court.

63 Interview, Rrownlow, 18 November 5P; "The DPrkPst Cloud," ~urvey,

XLII, 2 Aug 19, n. 675.

36
of the imMediate origins of the riots, if accepted locally, did little to
redeem Washington'i, reputation elsewhere and left conscientious citizens with
a deep sense of guilt md sharoe. 6b
Sensible neople struggled to waste no tjrne on mourning about pi>st mis-

"

-

deeds, whether of commission or omis~ion, but the reVivel of strong community
feeling appeared to be a cripnled cau~e.

The knowledge that other American

cities had undergone and were undergoing not wholly dissirililPr post-war upheavals
and that Wal'hington coulrl not reasonably hope to escape the unrest sweeping the
country from Seattle to Savannl'h may have offered oonsolation of sorts; but
Chicago's ri>ce riots, Seattle's genPrl'l strike, Po~ton•~ nolice strike in
September 1919 and fear of worse to come in other places failed to inspire
Washingtonians to fresh civic efforts.

During the fall the suffraee camprign

resumed after a feshion; the P.oard of Trade issued the call in October "Every
good American among Washingtonians will respond with enthusiasm to the sumr.ions"
to work for "that prized Pmerican privilege and poi.er we so much desire and
which the capit;,l community for its welfi>re so greatly needs." 65 Out-of-town
newspapers from time to time took notice.

The Syrrcuse, New York, Journal,

commenting on wPr-workers' resentment of Washingtonians' touchiress and lack
of cordii>lity, concluded "there is no doubt but what they do feel--and justly
so--that they are discriminated against." The Little Rock, /rkansas, Gl!zette,

•

offered the sugeestion that c;,ve dwellers ti>ke to their bosons the congress-

•

men's xi::cm: wives who~e exclusion from "the loc;,1 sociPl set" engendered a
bitterness that then infected their husbands:

"Both pPrties hPve axes to grind

~ 6b Sti>r, 29 Jul 19, 1 Jan 20; !.!!! Rpt ~of!_!, 1919, p. 128.
65 Jnl Rpt !! of '.!I, 1919, P• llo
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but the CPVedwellers ax is

P

goo~ deal lRrger Pnd in More urgent need of

grindine than thrt of the congres!'men." Jlut neither words of comfort and

•

Pdvice from outsiders nor any self-exhortation restored to Washingtonians
their earlier enthusiasm. 66
Not only so basic

P

matter es the break-dolm in race relations but also

other aspects of lifP in oost-war v:asl'ingt.on were depre!>sing
to

P

drying uo of locPl pride.

the worse.

The Mall was

I!

;incl

contributed

The very looks of the cj_ty had changed for

clutter of tell'oos.

Old Washington VPnished n~ver to return, L~ote Helen NicolaiJ when its
skyline changed from one of dormer windows and as-oiring chimneys to the
great imperson:-1 apartment houses of tile nnd light-colored brick, with
their square outlines, rnd the private houses of French Renaissance or
modified colonial types, also light in oolor, that have replaced the
deep- red brick beloved of Mr, Corcoran 2nd his contemporaries. 07
The gates to the White House grounds, closed just before the United States
entered the war, remained shut, giving an air of strange lifelessness to the
very heart of the city.

Old residents had looked fonmrd to the moment when

Pll would he as before, and Pfter the Prmistice for a brief time of;'icial
Pbout
society hrd seemed/to resume its pre-war festivities. But t h e ~ regretfully reported:

"As the New Year reception of the White House will never

again be witnessed in its old form, the one day of the year when the representatives of kings and the humblest citizen might shake hands with the President

•

nnd wish him good luck, so the cabinet day of old when the drPwing rooms of
cebinet homes were thronged with any who wished to cPll hi>s gone the same way."
For the first time since John and AbigPil fdpms h;,d occupied the Fxecutive

66 Ibid., 1920, pp, 70-71, 131; ~yracuse Journal, 12 Feb 20; Little
P.ock GPzette, 23 Oct 19.
67 Nicoley, Capital, p. 518.
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M1>nsion, the fmerican President was awPy from 1/pshington for long pe>riods--in
n~ris during the spring of 1919, in the Putumn tPking the League of NPtions
issue to the countrv,

..

HowPVPr much the old euPrd of ThPodore 11.oosevelt I s c1nd

Taft's d11,r disliked th0 sociPl Pttitude:c- of ':oodrow Wilson, offici11l societv
in his absence WPS rather like Hamlet without HPmlet. 68 Vice Pr0sident
Marshell ht>d to review the parade of the First Division led by General
Pershing,

The Prc>sident•s ill ness upon his return t o Washington had a further

d2moeni ng effect, in spite of the elaborate entertainment arranged for the
visits of the Kinp Pnd Queen of Belgium and the Prince o.f \·:ales,

Photogrc>phs

of dehutantPs and hostesses never seen before the war filled the rotogravure
sect5ons of the newsnaoers,
Wasr ington. 69

Washingtoni?ns had trouble feeling at home in

Even the bookshops changed chrracter. Washingtonians no longer dropped
in to browse and chat socielly; "expen.;ive knicklmacks Pnd cheap postcards
by the acre" diluted the stock.

t'trange.-s were everywhere.

J,;ost of the

11

women wear fur coats Pnd the latest cut o::· s hoes, anr! the 1.qtest shade in f Pce
~owder.

It is a crowd such as could not hRve been seen in Washington ten years

ago, or even five.

Like the apartment houses, it is bigger and gayer-looking

and moee impersonal." t!ot until a yePr or so l .iter when "khaki. had
becolne the
.
exception and not the rule on the streets, and d.•llar~a-year men and war workers
~Pm::r.r1n1li had departed, 11 did Washin,toni.ans realize that the

68 ~ . , p. 515; StPr, 17 Nov, 1, 15 Dec 18, S, 12, 19 Jpn, 14 Sep 19;
fnderson, Presidents 1:!!2, 0 ies, 237-38.

69 Star, 28 Sep, 12 Oct, 9 Nov, 12 Dec 19; Brownlci, Passion for
f nonymity. pp, 86- 8R.
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leisurely town they hPd loved end other Americans had envied them was gone
forever. 70 1'h:>t inevitPbly irmerson?.lity must come with bigness Pnd interm,t' onPl pffPirs must crowd loc;,l into tl-Je bPckrround WPS clePr enough.

It

WPS also clePr that, whPtever its drawbacks, life in the cP.Oital would never

-...

lPck interest; as in the past, charming Pnd gifted newcomers who intended to
stPy only briefly would frequently reMain yerr after year and themselves
become }TcshingtC'nianio in Pll but name.

But that the changes forced uoon the

canital between 1917 Pnd 1920 would permanently stop the reemergence of a
self-conscious colllJ"'Unity dedicated to mrking the city

P

model for all 1'merica

was a prospect no WasJ,ingtoniPn c~ntanpl:>ted.

-

•

--

1

70 Nicolay, Capital, p~. 519-20.

Summary of an Era
In 1916 the generliltion of Wiishingtoniruie who remembered the city of
1878 had Clluse for s;,tisfaction.

While lei>ders in the COl11lllunity knew that

the changes in the prevailing temper of the United St1>tes were ~~re lPrgely
resoonsible for the "new Washington" than were the efforts of local citizens,
the rPsults were nonetheless gr/iltifying, The

1500 residents who according to

Walter Ufford of the Pssociated Charities, bore the brunt of supporting good
works in the city saw clenrly how far Washington fell short of what she nd.ght
be, but a John Joy Fdson and a Mrs. Archibald Hopkins could still join with
a Chi,rles Glover 11nd ,~ Myron 1', PPrker in recognizing the benefits nearly
forty years of peace and prosperity had brought,
No other r11pidly expanding city in the country hPd suffered fewer
growing pains.

She had experienced none of. the violence that marked Chicago's

industrial development or the miseries of strikes like those in Det!'oit's
automobile plants in 1912.

Advocates oi light mi,nufacturing in the District

could apPreciate the reasons for congressional opuosition to industrilillization
of the area.

If factories were to cost Fa~hington the favor of Congress and

strip her of pert of her ?nnulill tourist trade, f<1r better to continue to
rely upon sel'."Vice to the feder<1l government 2nd real eatate trans~ctiona as
the mainstay of the city's economy.

She had escaped most of the social problems

every boatload of' ir.ll!ligrants li>nding on Fllis Island forcecl upon metropolitan
centers like New York, Boston and Philadelphia.

Conflicts such as led to the

expulsion of the Chinese from feattle in the 1880 1 s and the later troubles of
west coast cities over Jaoanese "invaders" had by-passed the Potomac region.
White Waahington5.ans, if concerned about their colored neighbors, still

2

believed the c1>pital a "Negro paradise" compPred to New Orleans or Memphis or
Atlanta.

Furthermore, inasmuch as the 1910 census showed a drop in the pr0=

oor~ion of Negroes to whites in the District of ColU111bia, optimists dared think
racial tensions would soon vPnish co~oletely.

Alley slums still ensted within

thP l1>rge blocks L 1 Fnfpnt had laid out in the 1790 1 s, hut the alley dwelling
population was shrinking Pnd law provided for the early extinction of that
form of housing.
Students of the past might regret that the full realization of George
Washington's dre11111 for the c;ipital of the new republic was no longer oossible:
the unifying core of

P

nation-wide system of roPds Pnd w~terways, a comJ!lercial

center whose strength would em•hle the statesmen ye:;,rly gathered there to
guide the expans;on of thP American people in fashion that would free them
and t.heir descendants .from wi;,nt, in Jefferson's phrase, to the thousandth and
thousandth generation; a city in which a great national university would
train the most gifted minds in America and, as John Quincy !dams envisaged
the institution, under government sponsorship widen the reach of hUlll8n knowledge for the benefit of all mankind; a capital which would inspire not only
noble thinking hut also creative art in every form.

If Brooks J>dams ' verdict

of 1919 was right in declaring those hopes sha·ttered forever by his grandfather• s defeat in the presidential election ninety years earlier, most
WaEhingtcnians on the eve of the United States• declaration of war upon Germany
could still believe that part of that early vision was slowly materializing.
Economtc power concentrated in Washington was not necessary ·t.o wise exercise
of n~tional control over fJtlE>rican resources:

had not Theodore Roosevelt,

perh?ps unconsciously swayed by Brooks Jde~~• Liaw of Civilization and DPcay,

,

3
taken steps to check the growth of v2st monopolies and to launch conservation
programs that would preserve the forests, mineral:> and water supply of the
continent? Although a nationl'l university had not come into being in the past
forty yoars gove:rrunent hureaus in Wai,hington hid undertaken extensive scientific
research, some of it fundamental in character in soite of coneressional oolicies of supporting only utilitarian programs,

Witnessing the broadening of

federal activities which at times apnroi>ched the scope of ·~hose John Quincy
!darns, Joseph Henry and John Wesley Powell had urged the government to sponsor,
Washingtonians saw the city becoming a scientific center where new truths were
discovered and your>.g men could learn from the dedicated investigators who
presided over the goveI'?llllent•s scientific work.
Nor had the canital had a wholly negligible influence upon Jlmerican
art,

Louis ~ullivan of ·';lucago, to bo suro, doubtless considered the results

as disastrous for original genius as he thought those of the Coltm1bian World ' s
Feir, but the general consensus of the country was that the Washington of
1916 represent,ed

2

nwgnificent ex2mple of skillful cooperation between archi-

tects, sculptors and landscape gardeners in producing the "city Beautiful.'·
Not for another thirty years would city planners heod the substance of
Horatio Greenough':;, protest of the 18110 1 s ag11jnst "forcing the functions of
every kind of building into one genPral for~, adopting ~n outward shape for
the sake of the eye or of association. 111 Certainly the members of the McMillan
and the later Fine Arts corn.~iasions, who probably had never heard of Greenough's
essays, ignored the dictate of their oontemporary Sullivan that "form follows

i.'l

1 Quoted in F. 0, Nc;tthiessen, P.merican Renaissance, Art~ Expression
th"!. tge of T'rnerson and Whitman, p. iLL.
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function." Wedded to the concept of cr0ating a "monumental" city, they clung
tc :m architect'Ul'al uniformity eX!)ressed in a borrowed classical style.

But

good or bad, Washington's influence unon city planning and city decc:ration in
hnerica was paramount before World ,:ar I.

Provincial visitors, accustomed to

·think sculpture well represented in the stone effigies of beerded, visor-capped
'.J:i.vil War soldiers impaled on disproportionately heavy pedestals in the
central square of every county seat in the United States, were deeply impressed
by the equestrian bronzes and marbles of Union generals emplaced in the landsca'!)ed parks of the capital.

Guide books sedulously infomed their readers of

the opportunities Washington spread before them to improve their taste.

The

relevance of Greenough's warning seventy ye11rs before that "the trflnsl?tion
of rhetoric into stone" was "often fatfll to the rhetoric, lllways f11tal to the
stone" was :,pnarently lost upon sophisticated people also.

Yet desoite facPdes

and monuments which the taste of a later generation would lnbel eclectic, the
over-all effect of the city then as now was one of beauty.

Perh8Jls above :ill

it was the lnndscaping of the public reservations, the insistence of the Perk
Collll"ission upon the vital relationship of open space to buildings and monuments,
that endowed lfashington with :iesthe~ic distinction.
In other realms of art her role was distinctly minor. Music was only
a polite oaetime in lltllch of Washington.

The drama got little encouragement,

if only because dinner parties end receptions interfered with theatre~going 0

The canvasses and dr3Wings on display at the Corcoran Gallery and the National
Huseum evoked popular interest without inspiring a distinct school of local
painters, wh.i.le the m'Ul'als in the Capitol comanded ;,ttentj.on chiefly for their
,:,:,triotic Rppec>l or ;,s curiosities.
2 Ibid., p.

1L5.

Washington proiluced none of the great

,

s
writers of the period, although as a book-reading community she was hospita~le
to their ideas.
Indeed probably the city's ~oat imnort?nt contribution to ?n fme~ican
civilization encOT11oassing more than material progress and heightened political
power lay in he,· providing an ;,udience i,nd, in some measure, a forum,

H. G,

~ells' criticiSl'l of the slight consideration Washingtonians gave to basic
questions left out of account the significance of e collll"uni ty in the Uni•l;ed
States of 1906 which recognized conversation as an art.

The .::ity of Conver-

sation by merely conversing established a pattern of values that most Americans
had forgotten or never acceoted.

At Jefferson's dinner table a hundred years

before, he and his guests had exchanged ideas and information of the kind
Wells presu.'!lably hed hoped to hear in the 20th century capital; but, unlike
Henry Jmnes, Wells seemingly failed to contr8st conversation in Washington
With that ordinarily to be heard in America except perhaps in an academic
sett:i..ng such as that of .Jaritbridge or the Johns Hopkins or the University of
Chicago campus,

By mere example Washingtoni2na exhibited to the rest of the

country the rewards of leisure cultivt>ted without regard to financial returns.
If, as critics of President, Wilson's regirne oc-::;:,sionally contended after 1912

the city was More given over to socirlistic reformPrs and ze11lous "do-goodi-rs"
than to accomolished pt>trons of the arts of leisure, the residents who set the
tone of W;,shington society still enjoyed the detachment from the market ph•ce

which Henry James had admired in them.
Yet for all her air of detachment from the grubby world of money-making,
20th century Washington came to feel its effects in a novel and not wholly
welcome ff'sliion.

The ante-bellum city had bowed to the wealthy slave-o,mers

6

of the Deep South 11nd in the thirty years after the Civil War she had felt the
power of new industrial "moeuls" who caine and went--"silver kings" from Colorado
11nd Nevad~, lumber and railroad hP~ons with headquarters in New York, Roston
and Chicago, Pnd lPter oil Pnd steel m11gm,tes.
them

PS

Old resi•lents h:id looked upon

trPnsioot political figures who need not be ~llowed to effect the

nernwnent social structure of the community.

But a Senator Bro1-m of Georgia

who had buil•~ much of his fortune on the exploitation of convict label', a
SenPtor 8tewart whose wealth had poured out of the Comstock lode at Virginia
City, Nevada, a Senator "Zach" Chandler, leading protector of Michigan lUJr.ber
interests, and other rough industrial diamonds who, whatever their political
finesse, had rarely acquired a cutting edge capable of reshaping the social
fabric of Washington were a different matter from the millionaire interlopers
of the Theocbre Roosevelt era.

The old residential families of Wa~hington and

Georgetown, in the 1880 1 s and 1890 1 s the "very elite" of th<" capital, suddenly
found themselves subjected to social pressures they could not control,

For

the first tL~e they faced an invasion of extremely wealthy householders without
political ambitions and seemingly intent only uoon esteblishing themselves
on their own terms in a society they h11d neither helped ·~o cre11te nor wished
to maintain on its old basis of antiquity of f2!Tlily and distinguished public
service. Washingtoni.?ns' century-old method of putting the intruders on probation preceding e highly tentative social 1.1cceptance no longer worked:

the

"nouveaux" felt no need of endorsement from the local co11111unity. Unlike the
seasom,l locusts w:ho from Grant's presidency onward had swarmed into t.l\e
oapitnl for two or three winters in order to obtain social entree elsewhere,
the new invaders clearly intended to live perm.-,nently in the District of

7

Columbia even while they fii tted in snd out,

The new millionaire colony not

only eXpBnded but its members wi:~h an unanubable asrurance entrenched them••
selves in official society,

Unable to beat them and unwilling to join them,

old Washington and Georgetown families gradually wit.~drew into their caves,
barring entry to all lr~t

a

select few outsiders.

More than frustrated snobbery and envy underlar cave-dwellers' disdain.
rlhile by no means all of them had been selfless citizens dedicated to the
well-being of the oownunity as a whole, they had taken far greater interes·~
in the city's problems than the new millionaire colony evinced.

The most

cultivated of the "nouveaux" who might have been eXPected to share the load
seldom spent more than a few months of the yei,r in Washington and seldom took
the t::-ouble to acqnPint themselves with her needs,

By

comparison the Yankee

newcotoors o.f the post Civil War period vho made Washington their pemanent
home became paragons of civ.i.c virtue in the eyes o.f families who had fonned
the backbone of the District's antebellum aristocracy,

Most of the new 11 5l:lart

set11 eppeared to dismiss the wants of the poor with Marie .Antoinette's suggestion that, lacking hread, they eat cake.

That atti w.de among the city's

wealthiest people encouraged civic irresponsibility at lower social levels in
both white and colored Washington.

And circumstances growing out of World

War I would perpetuate the cleavage in the upper ranks of society.
/I

decade before ceve--dwelling becai,ie a social phenomenon in white

Wash:lngton, upper class Neguo frunilies had established a nearly identical
pattern of behavior within the colo~ed community,

The reasons for the With-

di•awal of Negro aristocr?.ts unto themselves differe<I somewhat from those
i:npelling white Wai>hingtonians, but the sim.lari ties in resulting action reinaineo,
White people failed to perceive the resemblance beci>use pfter the mid-eighties

,.
, '.

8
they had ceesed to have ;,ny real contact uith their colored neighbors; all
t1egroes bec.ime merely Negroes, differentiated at hest only classi fication

PS

"good darkies" or "bad niggers. 11 The white colnl1luni'r,y consequently was oblivious
the the sharp class distinctions in lfa~hington's Negro world.

Its class

structure which long sntedated the Civil War had undergone constilnt elaboration
in the post-wsr decades as fomer field hands from the South moved into the
District and imposed the burden of their abysmal ignorance and, discouragingly
often, their irresponsible attitudes upon orderly educated colored Washingtonians.

Negro leaders struggling to instill in the newcomers precepts of

civic obligation had met with some success as long as white people cooperated,
but as whites increasingly washed their hflnds of everything Negro, the problem
had assumed proportions that overwhelmed intelligen·~ colored men.

No longer

able to in...'1.uence the black l!k~sses and rarely able to help them to help them~
selves, upper clasE Negroes had disassociated themselves as conroletely as
possible from the rank and file of colored people. Fron 1878 onward the position
of lower class Negroe~ changed very little.

The bottom

W!lS

still the bottom

~nd, in the ?bsence of new economic opi:iortunities, its level rose scarcely Pt
all;

fl

few men pulled themselves un ? not.ch by their own bootstraps but seldom

reached a station that i,&,itted the,11 to the circle of Washington's Negro elite.
Like their white counterparts, Negro ceve-dwellers were membe!'s of
respected old families some of whom had acquired considerable wealth and all
of whom cherished price of sncestry.

Their light color, frequently hardly

perceotible at all, and their cultivated tastes underscored the difference
bet';4een the!ll .?nd the run-of-,the-mill colored -oopulation.

.As the 19th century

wo~ on they h~d suffered bitter huinilistion in find:!.ng themselves denied the

,,

_,

9

political ::,nd pro.fession;,l recognition whitf' Washingtoni1ms had accorded them
in the early seventies.

Thirty years lRter the fact that lynchings, on the

increase in the cotton states, never occurred in t.~e national capital and that
District law still forbade Jim Crow cars and theoretically prohibited racial
discrimination in hotels, restaurants and plrces of public entertainment
offered thin comfort to colored families more white than Negro in cultural
background.

By

1900 the problem of getting jobs suited to their talents and

education had become as acute for them as it was for the lower class Negroes
With whom they had nothiI1B in common but a .few n1inor ph;ysical characteristics.
Yet in 1912 with the organization of a Washington branch of the National
Association for the Pdvancement of Colored People, new leadership emerged jn
the city.

Here the Negro intelligentsia led the campaign Pgainst racial

discrimination, whereas whites predominated Pt the New York headquarters. The
Washi11f,tcniPne who devoted theMselves to the cause included most if not all
of the Negro c11Ve-dwellers, for, while still unwilling to treat their inferiors
as soci.11 equals, the colored aristocrats were now ready to fight for the basic
economic and legal rights the ::Onstitution guaranteed all lmerican citizens.
After the early 189O 1 s neither white nor colored Washingtonians thought
the restoration of local suffrage desirable • .Although the discontents that
citizens' associations h~d voiced in the eighties did not disappear entirely,
few neople believed an elective local government a panacea for lingering civic
ills.

On the contrary, even a111j.d the anxieties about finances and congresstonal

parsimony toward the District after 1909, white taxpayers generally feared any
formal change in the Organic /ct of 1878. Since Congress was manifestly
·,unn.lling to grant the District virtual statehood, the right to elect a District

~ -
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senator and a member of the House of representatives was obviously unob',;ainable, ;ind a'ly lesaer modification was unwelcome.

Negroes saw no reason to

believe a city council chosen by an electorate in which white voters would
outnumber colored by two to one would benefit the colored comnnmity.

The

Jlist"!'ict comrri.ss;oners, whatever their individui>l weaknesses, ran the city
wi:th efficiency and honesty, end the occasional MUckrPking charge thl't unscrupulous mP.mhers of congressional com.,,ittees constituted "olunderers cf'
Washington" made little serious impression either inside or outside the
District of Columbia.
The fact that members of Congress when defeated for reelection not
infrequently chose to enter business or practise law in the city they had
criticized severely at various times testifies to the ~ttractions of life in
the capital.

Granting that the city was not perfect, long-time residents

of white Washington tended to consider themselves singularly blessed and to
thank God they were not 11s other men. l.Jhile that kind of complacency did not
overtake everyone, the social betterment leaders themselves inclined to
believe the city destined to become a model of American urban civilization.
By

1916 hope born of determination was reviving even in colored Washington.

The optimism of the entire city was contagious.
awakening th~t world war would bring.

No one forea:>w the rude

CHAPTER XX
"THE CITY OF CONVERSATION," 1901-1917
Old residents of Washington, like newer comers, rarely or n•·vor wanted
to live elsewhere. The perceptive

recognized her ahortcO!Tlings, and well~

bred Negroes were distressed at the racial discrimination they encountered,
but where in the United States would life be more agreeable?

The lack of

industry and commerce which narro~ed business opportunities and yearly drove
a number of young men regretfully to seek careers in other cities gave the
capital the air of leisure that was much of her undenie.ble charm. Foreign
visitors and Pmerican tourists aJ.ike invariably remiirked upon it. Even
i'Iashington families constantly hard pressed to J118ke ends meet apparently
enjoyed the privilege of being envied by outsiders.

Certainly no one, however

lowly his stetus, admitted to thinking life as drab here as it would he in
arry other city in America.

If his particip11tion in the world of society and

affairs was purely vicarious, seeing it pass by directly under his nose brought
compensations.

Government clerks, as late as 1914 still paid at rates. set. in

1853, had perhaps the greatest cause for complaint as the cost of living
spiralled, but the addition of a half hour to their working day in 1913 still
left them more leisure than clerks in commercial establishments commanded or
farmers or factory hands in the rest of America.

Indeed only the exceptional

person who, though well up the economic ladcler, objected to the false values
I

he felt pervading a city in which snobbery of money oompeted with snobbery of
rank found fault with Washington as a place to live. 1 .And few comnunities in

1 "What it Cost He to be a Prominent !'-'.an," American ~f.>gazine, 1.U.>C:,
"<',..b 16, pp. 84-86.
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the United States of the early 20th century were entirely free of the compe
tition for st,itus between fortun<>s and professional or family distinction.
The sheer beauty of the surrounding countryside gave the District's
:

city-dwellers intense nleasure.

A scant half-hour's horse-back ride took the

eques~ along streams into oak and pine woodl?nds scarcely touched since
the 186o 1 s when Henry J,dams had found enchantment there,

Inasmuch as Pmericans

still thought walking a sensible mode of locomotion, a newspaperman recolllJT\endcd
tramps through Rock Creek valley where views "are not surpassed for loveliness
by the Adirondacks, or Killarney, or the English Lake District."
Walk the abandoned car tracks between Chevy Chase and Glen Echo, and
see what picturesqueness lies between those hills of which you never
dreamt, Resort even to the accustomed car rides out Connecticut avenue,
or along the Upper Potomac, or out to Takoma, or part way to Baltimore
and ftnnapolis, keeping your eyes open as the artist keeps his, and you
will not lament e summer in Washington. And all this is in addition to
the recreations made possible by one of the noblest rivers in the world. 2
Within the city proper also lay various opportunities for inexpensive
outdoor recreation, for after the Park Commission's comment in 1901 upon
Washington's "dearth of the means of innocent enjoyment" the government found
the means to supply p?rt of the want.

In cold winters the frozen Pxpanse of

the l'idal Basin provided an ideel skating pond where "the clerks and shopgirls
of the city skated over the ice shoulder to shoulder with cabinet officers and
their families and with important mel'lhers of foreign embassies and legations." 3
In sunnner men, women and children used the municipal "bathing beach" on the
Tidal Basin or enjoyed one of the three pools opened in other parts of the city;
by 1915 about six hundred people daily were making use of the nineteen new

unicipal tennis courts, and fifteen hundred boys and young men daily play_ed

2 Times, ~ Jun 08.

3 ~ ' 13 Jan 10.
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hall on the sixteen diamonds on the White lot, the Monument grounds and in
PotoMac Park.

The Zoo, now ac~.essible by trolley, was another resource; no

hiG city in !merica had at her doorstep a more delightful spot for an outingou

'

Moreover, the organizing of the American League in 1901 and the admission to
it of the local nine recaptured the public interest in professional baseball
which had flagged during the Senators' last days.

In 1912 when the new

concrete and steel Clark Grifi'i th stadium was finished, the home games drew
happy crowds set-mingly untroubled at the Nationals ' repeated defeats 0

At the

opening of each season as President Taft and then President Wilson tossed out
the first ball .from the bunting-draped box in the grandstand, the entire
stadium took on a very special air compounded of affairs of state, enthusiasm
for the sport, and a camaraderie among the famous and the obscure such as the
city saw at no other time.

During the summer of 1916 the excitement in much

of Washington induced by the Nationals' standing for the first time wit.hin
reach of the pennant largely blotted out concern over torpedoed shipping and
the stalemate of trench warfare in Europeo5
While the diversions and daily routines of the great body of Washingtonians held little interest for the European visitors who came and went until
wsr checked the flow, they marvelled at the swarms of }merican tourists drawn
like pilgrims to the national shrine.

"More and more," wrote the correspondent

for the London Observer, "Washington becomes the Mecca of the United States.lf

u Comrs Rpta, 1906, n.
Ser 7h16; Times, 17 Jul 15.

35, ~er 5126, 1909, p. ul, Ser 5809, 1917, Po 19,

5 !'.£!!!, 20 Jun 0!1; Star, 26 Har 05, 28 Jun 09, Jul-Aug 16 passim;
Souvenir Program, 1901-1951, ~ Nationals 2f the i<rnerican League.

lll.i
Brides and grooms, now eschewing Niagm-a FPlls, chose to honeymoon on the
Potomac, high school students chaperoned by their history teachers came every
spring by the trainload and, as automobiles ceased to be costly luxuries,
entire families made the hejira by caro 6 On pleasant mornings licensed guides,
mes t of them Negroes, laid in wait for their prey in Lafayette square.

One

man with a flair for the dramatic always assembled his audience first at the
bronze group commemorative of General Lafayette and, with a wave of the hand
toward the nude figure lying at the hero's feet and extending a sword to him,
announced:
say:
An

"Fine statue!

Great General!

He not look at naked woman.

She

'General, vou give me back mah clothes and ah give you back yo s-ward. 111

English writer, after commenting on "the vastness and variety of its

t}lashington'i/ floating population," remarked:
the least American city in America.

"It is at once the most and

It is the most Jlrnerican because there, if

anywhere, one feels oneself assisting at the great composite panerama of
American life.

The city is a national reservoir fed by unnumbered tributaries 0 11 7

Europeans were also interested in Washington' s atyoicalities b-om the
/lmerican nonn-- in the emerging stateliness of the physical layout of the city,
in the unhurried pace of life and in the sophistication of high society, of

which the foreign literary lion usually saw more than he did of the rank and
file of citizens.

The Honorable Maud Pauncefote, daughter of the British

ambassador in 1903, considered Washington's cosmopolitanism and good manners

6 ft ,Maurice Low, m,rashington, the American Mecca, 11 Harper I s Weeklz,

LVII, 22 Feb 12, p. 11.

7 Sydney Brooks, "Washington and the White House,"~ Living~
CCLXXVII,

5 Apr 13, PP• 69-70.
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the city's chief attraction:

unlike New York where the stranger was asked

"How much have you got?", or Boston where the query was "How much do you
know? 11 , or Philadelphia where it ran "How meny grandfathers have you? 11 ,

'
,

Washington's greeting was simply "How do you do? 118 The Englishwoman thought
the "red brick town" surrounding the public buildings unprepossessing, but,
after the Park Commission plan began to take visible form, foreign travelers
usually praised Washington's architectural beauties. The flood of travel
books about the United Sti>tes hPd diminished since the 1880 1 s Pnd ridicule and
disdain were no longer a central theme, but the open admiration of Washington
Europeans now expressed was peculiarly sweet to

f LO

rt~-

whose pride had

suffered at having the capital described as "The City of Magnificent Distances"
or, in Dickens' more scathing phrase, "The City of l1agnificent Intentions,

119

Henry James, by 19o6 as British as 1'merican, wondered about "the 'real"
sentiments of appointed foreign participants, the delegates of Powers. • •
before phenomena which, whatever they may be, differ more from the phenomena
of other cax,itals and other societies than they resemble them. 11 He was struck
at once by the "extraordinarily easy and pleasant" quality of life in Washington
which induced forgetfulness of New York's "colossal greed" and by the bewildering
absence of "political permeation" in a capital where, in contrast to the
"social ubiquity ••• of the acceptable MP" in London, not more than "half a
,

dozen members of the Lower House 2nd not more th~n a dozen of the Upper" were
part of the social scene,

To him Washington presented two faces, "the public

and official, • • • the Imperial part, 11

and that of "a group of people engaged

8 The Honorable Maud Pauncefote, 11 Washir:gton, D.C.," The Nineteenth
r,entury and After, CCCXII, Feb 03, pp. 280-81.
9 Montgomery Schuyler,"The New Washington," Scribner's Hagazine, LI,
Feb 12, P• 135.
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always in conversation."

Her properest nnme indeed was "City of Conversation,"

What did people talk about?

Washington and almost nothing else.

Here, unlike

the rest of America, men were "solidJ,y, vividJ,y present" as part of civiliza:

tion outside "the market"; women gained more than they lost by being only
part instead of "all of society." Yet despite her differences, James felt
Washington to be the embodiment of the American spirit.10
Not all European comments were entireJ,y laudatory.

H. G.

Wells, seeking

to understand "the future in America," labelled the City of Conversation
"anti-climax," a place not wholly "alive to present and future things." 11 An
anonymous "English Visitor" observed that Washington, the chief "legislative
foundry" of the United States and the headquarters of scientific research, had
a very limited, albeit delightful, society.

Besides the diplomatic corps,

members of the Cabinet and the high- ranking military, the only people that
counted were "distinguished scientists in government eervice, 11 Supreme Court
justices, a hmdful of senators and congressmen, a "few dozen old residential
families" and a small selection of the recently arrived nouveaux riches.

In

short, the fabric of society resembled a small piece of "exquisite embroidery
overweighted by a fringe that is neither small nor exquisite."
The fringe in question is composed of the negroes, who form a third of the
population, the shopkeepers and retail traders, the clerks in the government offices, about nine-tenths of the congressmen ~nd their families and
friends, about two-thirds of the Senators, including their wives and
daughters, and of course the entire army of trippers.12

10 Henry James, "Washington,!" North Jlmerican Review, CLXXXII, May 06,
pp. 662-68, 673-75, and "Washir.gton, II" ibid., Jun 06, pp. 905-07 (later
published in The American Scene).
11 H. G. Wells, 11 The Future in America, Washington as Anticlimax,"
Harper s Weekly, L, 6 Oct 06, 11.i20.
12 "The Social Stride of Washington I s Elite, 11 Harper I s Weekly, LV, 20
May 11, p. 9.
I
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The exclusion of most oongressmen from the ranks of "society" astonished
casual v:i.sitors as much as it distressed many a naive congressional wife.
Dozens of women from small towns learned to their sorrow that "while the ramparts are theirs to stroll around, the citadel itself is as securely barricaded
against them as though it were the /iusti:'ian court."

The Women's Congressional

Club founded in 1908 probably lightened the loneliness and disappointment of
some of those "social tragedies," but tea and colTlJ'llittee meetings in the house
on McPherson square were a poor substitute for the "superb" dinners given
within the "innermost stronghold" manned by membe~s of the diplomatic corps,
the "Presidential set" and high-ranking .Anrry and Navy officers.

13

11

1·lhen a

young girl comes out," Maud Pauncefote noted with amusement, "she is called a
Bud."

But buds sprung from congressional stock were rare in the extreme, and

the cost of raising one in a Washington hothouse forbade families not to the
l!lanor born from attempting it.14
Because the constant exodus of presentable young men reduced the number
of bachelors available as dancing partners, buds were denied the pleasures of
the frequent balls which once upon a time had helped make \:ashington "one of
the l"'ost marrying pl;,ces of the whole continent. 1115 Instead, the fashionable
"debutante slouch" rnnde itself known at formal afternoon teas.

But horseback

rides and drives, golf and tennis parties at the country clubs and, during the

13 See note 7; Mrs. Henry T. Rainey, "The Women I s Congressional Club, 11
New England Magazine, n.s., XL, May 09, pp. 265-71; Roberta V. Bradshaw,
"The Congressional Club," ~ Housekeeping, LVI, Jan 13, pp. 27-30.
l4 ~ee notes 1 and 8; Times, 13 Oct 07.
l5 See note 8 and above ch II.
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winter, the succession of brilliant dinners and evening receptions kept the
social calender full for people recognized as pert of high society.

Mrs.

Taft wrote that during her husband's term as Secretary of Wer they dined out
or themselves gave dinner parties virtually every evening 1week in and week out1
from December to April. One high-ranking official remarked mournfully that,
as the rules of precedence tightened, he found himself the dinner partner of
the same women thirty times over in a single season; protocol, the new word
for etiquette, manifestly had its drawbacks for more persons than wives of
little-known congresSMen.

If the "strenuous life" President Roosevelt advocated

reached its high point for Washington society amid preparations for the marriage
of "Princess .l'lice" to f'peaker of the House Nicholas Longworth, between 1901
and 1913 the character of official entertaining changed very little.

But

dinner parties given by the "smart set" on Sundays seemed a far cry from the
hymn-singing Sunday evenings at the White House in McKinley's time. 16
A heavy sleet c1nd snO",,; storm during the night of March 3, 1909 which
held up tr:ri.ns filled with guests and made \fashington I s streets all but
impassible bereft President Taft's inaugurai:ion of much of its planned splendor
and heightened the eagerness of citizens four years later to stage a particularly elaborate inaugural celebration.

But, to the consternation of local

promoters and marzy- a Derocrat, President-elect Wil son, having concluded that
•

inaugurations were being commercialized, refused to allow an inaugural ball•

16 Taft, Recollections of Full Yeers, po. 27, 280l81, 372-73;
"S-pectator, " Outlook, LXXXV, 9 Feb 07, pp. 305-o6; A. Maurice Low, "Sundays
at the Capital," Harper's Weekly, LVL, 13 Apr 12, p. 9; ~
' 7 Jan 06, 9,
16, 30 Jan, 13 Feb, 27 Nov 10; Butt, Taft and Roosevelt, pp. 48, 189; Star,
7 Jan o6; Times, 23 Feb, 9 Mer 08.
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Washingtonians and the 200,000 visitors had to content themselves with the
formal ceremonies at the Capttol and with a parade which disorderly suffragettes attempted to break up.

Fear for Society• s future mounted when the new

President, professing lack of time for golf, declined mpmbership in the Chevy
r.hase Count:rJ Club which he obviously looked upon as a hotbed of unwholesome
social standards nurtured by people with mare money than sense of civic obligation.

For the first time since the founding of the Metropolitan Club in the

1870 1 s, its officers extended no invitation to the President of the United
States to join that select body. 17
To the group that prided itself on keeping "society and trade ••• here
divided by a gulf as broad as thPt which separates them on the other side of
the water, 1118 the socialistic notions and uuri tanism of the erudite former
professor in the White House were as offensive as a background of trade itself
could have been.

In what his critics considered a less refined setting than

Chevy Chase President Wilson played golf almost daily, but his disapproval of
everything "undemocratic," according to Mrs. Larz Jlnderson, close friend of
the old regime, merely meant that instead of the "well-ordered dignified affairs"
that had formerly taken plsce in the private homes of officials, under the new
administration "state receptions and dinners were given in hotel parlors and
dining rooms. 11 Fortunately perhaps wrath at Democratic lack of savoir faiz-e
was diverted when shortly after the death of old ex-Senator John Henderson,
his widow smashed every bottle of his famous cellar so that the gutters of 16th

17 Taft, Recollect~, p.
; Post, 2, 27 ~eh, 2, 16 Mar 13; Times, 3,
!1, S Mar 13; !"rs. John King Van Rensselaer, The Soci:>l Ladder, chapter on
Washington written by Frederic van de Water, pp. 2~9.
18 Helen Nicolay, Our Canital £!!. the Potomac, p. 454.
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street below "Henderson Castle" ran red with vintage wines:

at least remarked

Mrs. Pnderson, the marriages of the President's two daughters !lnd in 191> his
own -remPrrirge gave society plenty to talk about. 1119 Jlnd the ns licious element
among the President's enemies in society took an unholy satisfaction in seeing
him align himself with "trade" by choosing for his second wife the widow of a
•

Washington jeweler.
The structure of society meanwhile, irrespective of realignments of
political power, had slowly altered.

As early as 1904, "old residential families,"

while rarely outspokenly critical of the "new Washington," were nevertheless
plainly discomfited by some of the changes in a city year by year becoming less
their own.

They aopeered to be far less troubled by the fringe than by the tawdry

gilt strands in the exquisite embroidery of the center.

In 1905 Bishop

Satterlee warned:
A new type of residents are [sii} gathering in Washington, who, while
they bring wealth, magnificence and luxury to the capital of the country,
are, as a rule, actuated by no sense of civic, moral or religious obligation regarding the welfare of the community, and it is a very serious
question whether the m~terial advantages th?t they bring are any compen- 20
sation for the atmosnhere of cro-eless irresponsibility which they create.

Self"protecti vely the descendants of the grouo Mrs. Dahlgren had called the
"very elite" began to draw away from much of official society and its on-hangers.
High-ranking goverment officials without independent means themselves faced
growing but unavoidable financial embarrassments over the cost of entertaining.
'

Washington and Georgetown bluebloods, by the very fact of being old District
residents and so politically unimportant, were seldom office-holders; in social
matters they had freedom of choice. Exercise of that freedom gave birth to a
novel social phenomenon, the "cave-dweller." The name was new; the phenomenon
l9 Isabel Anderson, Presidents and Pies, Life t!l Washington, 1897-1919,
PP• 167-68.
20 Star, 26 Mar 05.
21 See above ch. X, P•

21
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was not.

Perhaps indeed resentment of the brash new arrival and a sense of

superiority to the transient federal office-holder laid the ground work for

r'~vt

cave-dwelling as early as~Jackson's day.

Certainly in the sixties and early

seventies dignified old Washington and Georgetown families more notable for
their lineage and tooir manners than for their riches had largely disassociated
themselves from the politicians and ostentatiously wealthy newcomers.

But the

breach had mended during the last quarter of the 19th century and its new
manifestation seemed to have little connection with the earlier.
Inasnruch ae Washington society of the Roosevelt era had an undeniable
brilliance, more than one observer believed that lack of money to keep pace
dictated the cave-dwellers' course,

Undoubtedly in some cases that was true,

but some cave-dwellers had ample fortunes.
W,

w.

One tart conmentator declared that

Corcoran, Washington's 19th century self-made millionaire, though

dexcended from forebears too obscure to have entitled him to rank as a cavedweller, would neverthelesf have followed the same non-intercourse policy had
he lived to see the society of the 20th century city. 22 Few people agreed at
any given ti.me about who was and who was not a cave-dweller.

Some included

Boston-born-and-bred Henry /,dams, .ind in the 1930 1 s the Leiters and McLeans,
new to the capital in the 1890 1 s,would claim to be part of the select group.
Yet had the voluntary withdrawal into their caves never cc curred, the
eminent old families of the District must have played a progressively shrinking

1
22 Henry Loomis Nelson, "The Capital of Our Democracy," Century, LIV,
!fay 02, p. 39; "Spectator," Outlook, mm, 9 Feb 07, pp. 305-06; Maria
Columbia, "Washington: Its Ci>ve-Dl·1ellers and Its ~ocit1l Secretaries,"
Delineator, LXV, Feb o5, pp. 248-53.
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pBrt in the social life of the capital.

As the international responsibilities

of the United 8tates multiplied and government functions widened, the new
complexity of governmental operations began to create a compartmentalization
that slowly affected social intercourse itself.

Insignificant compared to the

proportions that compartmentalizing would later assume, it was pronounced enough
before 1917 to narrow the opening in the City of Conversation for people not
intimately connected with the govern.~ent.

The lengthening list of high- ranking

federal officials similarly tended to ehrink the importance of any group not
increasing its strength equally. 23 The ranks of the local aristocracy had long
been dwindling in relative if not in absolute numbers.

For forty-odd years sons

had been leaving Washington to build careers wherever larger opportunities offered.
Daughters stayed behind to marry or, by ill chance, to remain maiden ladies, but
marriage itself took many young women m,ay.

A geneological tracing of the

native belles who married into the military services would, it is true, doubtless
reveal a considerable group who departed but returned now and again and, upon
t~eir husbands' retirement, resumed permanent residence in Washington or
Georgetown; nevertheless as army end navy wives they no longer represented deeply
rooted local tradition as had their parents and gr11I1dparents or great- grandparents.
That steady drain upon the community's human resources had profound, albeit
subtle, consequences, denying Washington as time went on a central core of
influential families conditioned by generations of devoted service and interest
in local affairs. 24

23 See J. Hunter Dupree, Science in the Federal Goverruoont, ~ History
of Policies and Activities to 1940, PP• 277-93.
24 Based on a sampling of the Washington Social Register, "Married
Maidens," 1901-1916. See also n. 9 and Barry Bulkley, Washingt~ Q!2 ~
PP• 108-09.
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Experienced globe-trotters, captivated as they were by a pervasive charm
that endured in spite of social climbine: c>nd occesional outr:i.ght vul(':arity, still
observed in Washington a curious cultural provincialism that contrasted sharply
with the catholicity of taste and many-faceted artistic talents to be found in
EuroJlean capitals.

Henry James, whose treatment of Washington in the American

Scene was unwontedly gentle, implied tlu½t her self-absorbed conversation at
best touched very lightly on the creative arts. The anonymous "English Visitor"
of 1911 declared that the city had "no influence over the arts and letters of
the lmerican people.

The day is infinitely distant and in all probability will

never come at all when every American artist, author, dramatist, and musician
will turn instinctively toward Washington. 1125
Reporters covering the current American political and society news found
Washington a happy hunting ground.

The Gridiron Club dinners and skits were

still gala occasions for the men privileged to attend, for as a lampooner
announced one year:
This is a CAnnibal Feast,
We broil with our fish, bird and beast
A guest with each course, without pang or ~gmorse,
And the scorch will not scar in the least 0
Day

in and day out newspapermen's writings contributed much of the meet to the

literary fare of the community, but novels, poetry, drama and essays turned out
in Washington were fewer and of lesser quality than in the 1880 1 s.

After the

log cabin in which Joaquim Miller "poet of the Sierras," had composed his verse
was removed from Meridian Hill, no American poet worthy of the name deliberately

25 "The i'ocial Strides of Washington's Elite," p. 9.
26 Richard V, Oulahan, "Literary Clubland, the Gridiron Club of
Washington," The Bookmm, mrr, Apr 06, p. 151.
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chose to live in the capital.

Henry Jldams, John Hay, Theodore Roosevelt, and

SenPtor Henry Cabot Lodge fonned a quartet of literary lights at the opening
of the 20th century, but shortly thereafter John Hay left Washington permanently,
ldams was here only intermittently, and official duties of the other two dimmed
their purely literary brilliance.

Gaillard Hunt, while in the State Department,

found time to edit the letters of Marg;,ret Bayard Smith which apoeared under the
title, The First Forty Years of Washington Society, Pnd lPter, while chief of
the manuscript division of the Library of Congress, he wrote a charming slim
book of social history, Life in America One Hundred Years Ago.

The Literary

Society continued to hold its literary exercises and never lacked for interesting
sessions soiced by the witty and informed comments of its members and followed
by suppers no less elegant then the scalloped oysetes end chicken salad that had
consoled !-!me. Hegermann-Lindencrone in the 1A70's.

Upper class Washington and,

particul~rly after the Public Library began to expand, a good part also of the
fringe which the "English Visitor" had dismissed so summarily was a "book-reading
community." Yet Weshington had no equivalent of the "Bloomsbury Set" or New
York's literary colony; professional writers other than journalists, scientists,
and a handful of historians bound to the capital by the demands of theie work
rarely lingered long in the District.

Life here was apparently too distracting. 27

Playrights avoided a city that for all her atmosphere of leisure seemed
to ladle time for creative art.

Although the runs of popular plays at the

National Theatre and the Lafayette Opera House, later the Belasco Theat re,
generally drew fair audiences, matinees were better attended than evening

27 Francis Weston Carruth, "Washington in Fiction," ~ . , ~, Jul 02,
pp. h51-63; Paul Wilsbach, "Literary Landmarks of the National Capital," ibid,
XLIII, Jul 16, pp. h86-94; Isabel Anderson, Presidents and Pies, p. 26.
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performances. 1':ashington was not "a theatre to~m," in fact less so than she
h~d been in the sicties and seventies and eithties.

Vaurleville nourished et

theatres no lonrer able to supoort plays and the three or four burlesque houses
did a still bigger business, doubtless because their clientele was not committed
to dinners and evening receptions.

Moreover, here as in other American cities,

by 1910 movies, if not yet a recognized form of art, were cutting in upon every
other type of public entertainment. 28
Students of painting benefitted from the classes at the Corcoran Art
School

end

from the exhibits at the gallery, but in 1903 the public was still

unaware that the Smithsonian Institution included an invisible National Gallery
of Art.

When fire in 1865 destroyed the two hundred-odd Indian paintings of

John Hix Stanley and William Bird King which had hung in the Smithsonian's
art exhibition hall, the regents had loaned the remaining paintings and prints
to the Corcoran Gallery and the Library of Congress.

Reclaimed thirty years

later but for lack of a place not put on display, the pictures remained a
secret nucleus of a national collection until 1903. That year Harriet Lane
Johnston, belle and hostess of the 'White House in her uncle James Buchanan's
day, bequeathed her collection of old masters to a National Gallery when one
should come into being.
!

A friendly law suit followed 'Which ended with a court

decree that a National Art Gallery was alreBdy in existence.

"Valuable as were

the paintings," wrote an officer of the National Huseum in 1909, "the real
gain was in the stimulus given to art as a feature of the national collections,
in the example set that the government might be trusted as a custodian of art

for the people."

The immediate result was an offer from Charles Freer of Detroit

28 ~ ' 26 Mar

o5;

Times, 28 Jul 07.
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to give the National Gallery his paintings, largely canvasses of Ameridan
artists and notably James McNeill Whistler, and a still uncompleted collection
of orienttl art; two years later William T. Evans of New York similarly gave
the gallery his collection of modern American paintingso 29 When the new National
Museum on the Mall opened in the spring of 1910, the central hall was hung with
the nation I s old and new art treasures.

In the interim local citizens organized

the National Society of the Fine ftrts and witPin e yeRr or two affiliPted with
the country-wide American Society of the Fine Arts.

The Society ' s lectures and

annual conventions held at the New Willard Hotel further quickened public interest.
But Washingtonians were disappointed in their hopes of seeing the city become
not only "the foremost art center in the western world," but also the home of a
distinguished school of fmerican painters.30
Of sculpture the story was much the same, although the Capitol and the
public squares contained more statuary than could be found in any other city in
America.

Vinnie Ream, who when still a school girl had persuaded President

Lincoln to sit for her while she modelled his head, kept the studio where,
after her marriage to Lt. Richard Hoxie, she had modelled the figure from which
t!le bronze of Admiral Farragut was cast which occupies Farragut square.

But

most of the eminent sculptors of the period sought their inspiration and did
their work elsewhere, even when, like Daniel Chester French, Guteon Borglu,

29 Richard Rathbun,~ National Gallery of Prt, Smithsonian Institution,
U.S. National t·useum Bulletin, No. 70, July 1, 1909, Reprint 1916, pp. 18-19.
30 The National Society of Fine ftrts, ftrticles of Incol'llOration, Consti=
tution and Bylaws, 1906; "/rt in Washington," and "TheBest Art in America,"
Art and Progress, III, ¥.ar 1912, p. 532 and IV, Jun 1913, pp. 1007- 09; Leila
Mechlin, Works of /!rt in Washington; 11 Rpt, Nat Gallery of Art," Report Smithsonian Institution, 1910; Star, 2 Dec OS, 1 Jan 12; Times, 24 Nov 13; llnderson,
Presidents and~, pp. 2-3, 167.
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Lorado Taft and a dozen others, they were executing commissions for pieces to
adorn Washington.31
Of all the arts, architecture had the largest scope.

Fostered by the

volume of building in the Ci. ty and influenced by the taste emanating from the
Octagon House which the Jlmerican Institute of Architects rescued from demolition
in 1902 and made an adjunct of its o,m heedquarte~s, architecture, at once a
craft, an art and a profession, supplied more native talent than appeared in
other fields.

While New York firms designed most of the new government buildings,

the multiplication of local firms of architects testifies to the unusual degree
of interest the community took in their ideas and their work.

The originality

of a Frank Lloyd Wright, it is true, never materialized in the churches, office
buildings and expensive houses put up in these years, and dedication to the
classical form for federal edifices remained unwavering, but construction was
solid, proportions were usually well balanced and the ornementation was seldom
offensive even to persons who deplored the imitative character of Washington's
architecture.
Music suffered in a community where, the beautiful and cultivated Mrs.
Reginald De Koven averred, people cared less about symphonies than about tea.
Reginald De Koven, whose successful light opera Robin Hood had won him acclaim
;

both abroad and at home and woose lyric "Oh Prolllise Me" quickly became an
addition at Jlmerican weddinp,s to the Lohengrin and Mendel sohn marches, had concluded soon after he and his wife moved to the mild clime of Washington that
the city would support a professionally trained orchestra.

In 1901 having

3l Marietta M. Andrews, !:!l_ Studio Window, Sketches of the Pageant of
Washington Life 0
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persuaded several wealthy citizens to underwrite the cost of si.X concerts, he
assembl ed sixty qualified instrumentalists and launched a first concert in
;

April 1902 with Paderewski as soloist.
forth by her indignation at the coup

Mrs . De Koven's comment was called

2!! grace dealt the struggling new Washington

Symphony Orchestra the next aut=, for scarcely had De Koven scheduled a series
of Frioay ~fternoon concerts for the 1902-1903 season than word came that the
White Fouse had chosen Friday afternoons for the official teas over which !'rs .
Theodore Roosevelt would preside.

Evening concerts were vi~tually out of the

question because halls were not ava:.lable at night and, equally important,
society was dining out in the evening.

After giving the six guaranteed per-

f ormances, each well received by the critics, the orchestra disbanded in 1905.
The failure of the Washington Symphony silenced the newspapers which
f rom time to time had hopefully talked of Washington's increasing dedication
to music.

In 1967 and again in 1910 and 1912 the Music Art Society of Washington

atte111pted to revive the local symphony, only to meet with defeat in spite of
several "competent" performances. 32 Thereafter an occasional concert given by
t he Boston, New York Philharmonic or the Phila delphia orchestras when on tour
had to fill the gap.

Members and guests of the Friday Morning Music Club could

listen to talented amateurs and, less frequently, to professional musicians at
the club's weekly meetings, but the general public had a narrower choice:

a

limited selection of phonograph records, a week of opera every winter, church
music, including the singing of the boys' choir at the open air services in the

32 Anna Ferwell De Koven, ~ Musician and His ~ , pp.
; liashington
Choral Society Bulletin, I, no 12, 1901, p. 55, and V, no 44, 1904-1905, P• 191;
Post, 28, 29 Ppr 02; ~unday star, 20 Nov 32; Times, 22 Dec 15.
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close of the National Cathedral, concerts given by the amateur choral societies
or by the J.larine Band, overtures before curtain-rising at the National and
,

Belasco theatres, minstrel show jazz at the vaudeville houses and the pianos
33
at local movies.
Even the Marine Band whose popularity had waned after John
Sousa departed ceased to attract large audiences.

If the range of choice in

Washington was no more restricted than in most P.merican communities, it was
certainly narrower than that of other big cities.
Colored people, usually refused admission to white concerts in Washington,
had fewer opportunities than whites to hear instrumental music, but Negroes
to whom good music in some form was all-important set high standards for their
own choral societies.

Negro church music excelled anything ordinarily to be

heard in white churches, iind in the early years of the century white people not
infrequently edged their way into evening services at Negro churches to hear
the Negro choirs.

In 1904 white as well as colored Washington considered the

great musical event of the year the rendition of Samuel Coleridge-T~ylor•s
Hiawatha, conducted in person by that gifted British Negro, and sung by the
Negro choral society named for him.

The Marine Band supplied the orchestra.

The enthusiastic audience was bi-raciai. 34 Later the growing barrier between
the races interfered with a repetition of that success.

'

Yet Washington was neither vapid nor intellectually avid.

While she

33 TiJ!les, 27 Nov 15; Program of the Eig~th Concert of the Rubenstein
Choral Club, 1911-1912, Cuno Rudolph Mss[L.C, and miscellaneous programs and
notices of organizations such as the Motet Choral Society and the Community
Singing Society, 1908-1916, in the files of the Music Div (L. c.); Elbert F.
Baldwin, "Jin .American Cathedral Close," Outlook, LXXX, Feb 05, p. 288.
34 Notice of Samuel Coleridge-Taylor Choral Society (Music Div, L.C.).
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was not a well-spring of creative art and original ideas, she was a pool
into which poured much of what was most vigorous in American civilization.
,

And

the stream of cultivated and learned men who came and went enriched the life of
the community.

As the government widened its fields of scientific investigation,

every year brought more scientists into federal service in Washington.

For,

in spite of the continuing hold of WilliPm Graham SUJ!lller•s laissez- faire teachings
upon industrial Jlmerica, the scient,ific needs of industry itself led to new
demands for answers which federal bureaus might supply.

At the same time growing

public concern over conservation of the nation' s dwindling natural resources and
over preservation of citizens' health put pressure upon governmental agencies
to expand their research programs and to institute new.

Thus between 1901 and

1905 alone, four new bureaus came into being in Washington-- the National Bureau
of Standards in 1901, the Bureau of Mines and a separate Bureau of the Census in
1902 and in 1905 the Forestry Service.

The century-old Marine Hospital Service,

enlarged in 1902 and again in 1908, became the Public Health Service in 1912, and
in the interim units in other federal departments took on new scientific
functions.

The National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics creat ed in 1915

supplied the capstone of the impressive government structure.
The mere proliferation of civil servants, it is true, did not guarantee
!

Washington intellectual vit,ality,

Indeed the government's increasing stress

upon applied rather than baaic research lost to its service brilliant men who
preferred disinterested cloistered search for pure knowledge to the routines
of seeking answers to practical problems.

In the 20th oentury ·~he universities

took over the fundamental research which John Quincy .Adams had believed the
federal government should pursue,

But if no Alexander Bache, no Joseph Henry

and no Simon Newcomb now represented the United States government in the ruling
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circles of science, and ''bureau builde,.,s 11 like the conservationists Gifford
Pinchot, James R. Garfield and Charled D. Walcott, Secretary of the ~mitasonian,

'

voiced the doctrine that scientific investigations "on the part of the Government
should be limited nearly to utilitarian purposes evidentJ.;y for the general
welfare," the achievements as well as the broadened reach of federal scientific
activities worked as a yeast in the community. 35
The successes in applying science to urgent public problems were a
stimulant. When Major Walter Reed and his associates in Cuba proved that the
11

/\edis F..gyptae" mosquito was the carrier of the yellow fever bacillus, the work

of the Arrey Medical School which Major Reed until his premature death in
November 1902 directed from the Dispensary at Arsenal Point inspired fresh
confidence in the value of government programs.

The investigations begun in

the 1890 1 s under Harvey Hiley of the Department of /griculture 1 s Bureau of
Chemistry not only informed the American housewife of the dangers of adulterated
food stuffs and brought about passage of the Pure Food and Drugs Pct of 1906,
but heightened interest in chemical research.

If very few people in the capital

understood the work of the physicists at the Bureau of Standards who before
1916 were employing cathode-ray tubes and radio-active minerals, the mere
presence of the bureau's scientific staff generated a kind of electric current
that linked Washingtonil'ns engaged in humdrum tasks to an exciting unknown
universe.

Forgetting the ridicule once heaped upon "Professor Langley's bird,"

during 1909 and 1910 citizens travelled by trolley across the river to Fort
Myer to watch the performances of the Wright brothers heavier-than-air plane.

35 Dupree, Science i n ~ Federal Government, po. 182, 252, 268-69, 294•

97, 385.
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Great things were expected from the National ftdvisory Committee for Aeronautics

,

and its newq opened experimental laboratory, expectations realized during
the war. 36
Doubtless no one saw any immediate utilitarian purpose in the studies
of Indian culture which Major John Powell had initiated in the Bureau of
ftmerican Ethnology, but the findings and the carefulq ordered collections at
the National ~useum drew anthropologists to Washington and, in fact, laid the
foundation upon which cultural anthropology in the United ~tates built.

Data

feeding in from the Geological Survey and the Department of Agriculture turned
the National Museum of the Smithsonian Institution into a research center in
anthropology, zoology, and botany, while the reports stemming from the
oceanographic explorations of the Bureau of Fisheries ship "Albatross" had
perhaps as much significance for the student of evolution as for the American
fishing industry. 37
Nor was :iJIII scientific work in Washington confined to the government,
as the publications of the Washington Acaderey- of Sciences and of the newer
Carnegie Institution of Washington show.

Andrew Carnegie's gift of $10,000,000

which in 1902 launched the Carnegie Institution restored to the city an important
role in the realm of pure science.

Of the Institution's eleven divisions, onq

the Department of Geophysics, the Department of Terrestrial Magnetism and the

36 Ibid., pp. 270-277, 288-91; o. Edward Anderson,~ Health of.!
Nation; Post, 20 Mar 04; Times, 8 Aug 11.
37 Dupree, Science!!!; the Federal Government, p. 283; Proceedings o f ~
~ J National l,useum, XXXVIII, 1911; "Celebration of the One-Hundredth AnniversBTY
of the Organization of the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey," Journal 2f the
Washington Academy of Sciences, VI, 4 May 16, pp. 260-68.
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Department of Historical Research carried on their progr8l!ls in the capital,
but the contributions of the "earth scientists" caught the attention of the

,

entire world, and the work of the historical unit, though soon curtailed in
order to expand archeological research in the ¥.ayan region of Mexico; enabled
American historians for the first time readizy to locate essential archival
materials.38 Explorations sponsored by the National Geographic Society,
moreover, exposed Washingtonians vicariously to scientific adventure in remote
parts of South America and Alaska.

Pt the dinner celebrating the Society's

twenty-fifth annivefsary in 1913 seven hundred members and guests heard
Professor Hir8l!l Bingh8l!l tell of his expedition into the Inca country of the
high Andes and then, crowning moment of the occasion which British Ambassador
James Bryce declared had no parallel in nll history, the distinguished audience
watched Rear Admiral Rohert Peary, "discoverer" of the North Pole, award the
National Geographic Society gold medal to the Norwegian Captain Roald Amundsen
for his feat in reaching the South Pole.39
Then, as now, ro ci2l scientists and historical scholars were less in the
public eye than the men working in the exac:t sciences, but the Cosmos Club
provided a common meeting ground, bridging gaps between disciplines. There
exchange of ideas might occur naturally between men of widezy divergent intellectual interests--between, for eXS111ple, the witty and dedicated pure food
expert, Harvey Wiley, and the urbane and learned Herbert Putnam, Librarian of

38 Proceedings and Journals 2f. the Washington Academy~ Sciences, 19011916; ftnnual Reports 2f ~ Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1910, 1916;
Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, pp. 2W-97; Elizabeth Donovan and
Leo F. Stock, eds. , An Historian's World, Selections f.!:2!!!_ the Correspondence
of John Franklin Jameson, pp. 90-91.

--

39 "1'mundsen imd Pear," National Geographic Magazine, XXIV, Jan 13,
pp. 113-)).
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Congress, be1;ween the elderly economist and statistician Francie Walker and
the yoimg ichthyologist Austin Clark whom the Swedish government would later

,

decorate for his work on forms of marine life; General George sternberg, noted
bacteriologist as well as housing exoert, might talk easily with George Burgess
of the Bureau of Standards or with J. Franklin Jameson of the Carnegie Department of Historical Research, editor of the Pmerican Historical ReView.

Similarly

the Library of Congress Round Table luncheons which Herbert Putnam inaugurated
and presided over daily brought together eig)lt or nine able men from sundry
walks of life; eminent jurists, such as Judge Wendell P. Stafford or Supreme
Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, mig)lt lunch beside the engaging "Gail"
Hunt, or Charles Wolcott, energetic Secretary of the Smithsonian, or some still
obscure young scholar engaged in research at the library.

No university

cmnpus in America offered more varied intellectual nourishment than the 11City
of Conversation. 11
Conversation, after the German torpedoing of the "Lusitania" in May 1915,
turned with slowly mounting intensity to the question of American intervention
in the war in Europe.

Sentiment in the capital naturally represented in some

measure a cross- section of opinion throughout the country. For months "business
as usual," that is, concentration upon domestic politics and the accompanying
:

"social game," continued to be a widely accepted motto in Washington.

The

resignation of Secretary- of State William J. Bryan in June and the appointment
of Robert Lensing made a stir, but one cynic later argued that it arose not so
much from hopes for a more aggressive foreign policy as from relief that the
prohibitionist Bryan could no longer urge upon diplomats the virtues of grape
juice.40 While policy-m?kers in the State Department both before and after that

40 Anon. Mirrors of Washington, ~P• 214-16.
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change spent anxious hours drafting notes to the Central Powers about the
rights of neutrals, the League for the Enforcement of Pesce won strong support,
especially among older people in Washington. The Gel'!llln background of several
influential faJnilies such as the Kauffinanns, chief owners of the Evening ~ ,
moreover, affected attitudes.

Clifford Berryman's cartoons in the spring of

1916 portrayed the mood both the star and the isolationist Washington
encouraged in the city:

~

in Harch the figure of "D.C." stood rake in hand amid

a litter of papers reading "Blockade Trouble," "Pursuit of Villa," "Armed Ships
Question" and 11SubmPrine Issue," while 11 D,C. 11 said:
ny
11

"Can't let troubles stop

spring work"; in May while the bloody campeign on the Meuse was under way,

n.c,

11

armed with a fly swatter and a banner inscribed "Destroy the Fly,"

,mnounced, "Forward March!

Now' s the time for a spring drive. n41 But war

three thousand miles away ceased to be remote when it repeats~ reached out
into the mid-Atlantic.

Conviction grew, particularly among the younger genera-

tion of Washingtonians, that national dignity and morality demanded taking up
arms in defense of every principle that the United states had stood for throughout
its history.
Shortly after society held its Beaux Arts ball for the relief of French
war orphans, a National f:ervice School opened a "military endampment" at Chevy
Jhase to teach women t,o shoot rifles.

Most of the six hundred trainees enrolled

at the "Ladies Plattsburg" in April 1916 were ardent interventionists, although
they reportedly explained that they liked "to get back t,o nature"; and, in spite
of the prohibition against wearing jewelry, few of them saw any incongruity in
•wearing heavy three-stone diamond earrings with a khaki suit that oosts

41 Star, 13 Mar, 16 May 16.

42 Ibid., 2, 5, 18

~1ay 16.

~l0.5o. 42
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When a new law authorized the tripling of the tfational Guard, the commanding
general of the District militi~, endeavoring to underline the need of serious

'

military preparedness, besought Washington businessmen to help maintain an
effective local unit "as the ultimate safeguard of the community against
disorder and of the nation against disaster. 1143 The District National Guard
filled its quota, and a "Preparedness Day" parade in June drew requests from
scores of organizations to take part. For the first time in history, the
President of the United States himself marched on foot the entire way.
paredness, however, was not war,

Pre-

Apparently a great many Washingtonians, like

countless other Americans, thought military training designed chiefly to enable
the United States to bring Mexican insurgents to heel. While Republican hammering
away at the necessity of taking a stronger line toward the German imperial
government made an impression as the presidential election drew near, the
reelection of President Wilson persuaded the captial that the even tenor of her
ways would continue. 44
In the 1920 1 s and 1930's reminiscences of Washington before World War I
usually spoke nostalgically of rare qualities of her social life which largely
disappeared thereafter.

"We all feel" wrote Mrs. Lars Anderson in 1920,

11

that

the c:i. ty will never be quite the same again." Like other Washingtonians, Isabel
Anderson acknowledged lacks in the city, "only a few first-class restaurants
or thea:bres, and little good art or music," but those drawbacks she deemed minor.
In Washington "there was always time to smile, and one always felt like smiling."

43 Ibid,, 24 May 16.

44 Ibid,, 6 Mar, 27, 28 May, 14, 19, 21 Jun, 5 Oct 16; ~ Rpt ~ of Tr,
1916, pp. 76-78. Negative evidence about local attitudes is stronger than
positive; the paucity of newspaper comment on possible American ilrlolvement in
war is at le~st suggestive.
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Delightful socj_al intercourse was by no means confined to the groups publishers
and editors of popular magazines thought newsworthy.

Notwithstanding tales

to the contrary, well-established families attended church on Sunday, enjoyed
simple rather than extravagant pleasures and ordinarily displayed more friendliness than unwarranted snobbery.

The scramble among rich newcomers for social

recognition, while annoying to cave-dwellers and at times to other old
residents, was in itself proof of a social mobility aopropriate to a republic.

45

Over the years thoughtful people often sought to explain the powerful
attraction that Washington held for almost every American who lived even a brief
time in the capital before the first world war.

That knowledgeable Washing-

tonian, Helen Nicolay, daughter of President Lincoln's secretary and biographer,
described "a rambling, self-satisfied community with some of the characteristics
of a watering place and some of a village, and more still of a thriving county
seat.

Precedents and prejudices and oonventions hedged it about." 46 Other

cities were as friendly and less wedded to a rigid etiquette; the natural
beauty of many places was more spectacular; creative art had wider scope in
other communities; the intellectual climate of the great universities was quite
as kindly to scholarship and intensive research; the rewards of a business
career were greater in ~merican financial and industrial centers; in the capital
the incessant jockeying for political power in national affairs was frequently
disillusioning, and for anyone wanting a sense of social stability the perpetual

45 Isabel Anderson, Presidents !!:lli! Pies, pp. 1-5; Henry Loomis Nelson,
The Capital of Our Democracy," Century, LIV, May 02, P• 39.

11

46 Nicolay, Our Capital ~ the Potomac, p. 512.
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shift in the city's dramatis personae could be disconcerting. l'iherein thert lay
Washington's peculiar enchantment? The consensus ran that it was her infinite
variety largely created by the constant inflow and outflow of people of macy
backgrounds and talents that gave her social life unique fascination.

"In

Washington," wrote Mrs. Anderson, "there is always something new under the
sun. 1147 Temporary residents left with regret, and uncounted men and women who
called themselves temporary residents sta.ved on for twenty and thirty and
forty years to see changes that heightened their affection for the relatively
uncomplicated "City of Conversation" they had known before the war •

•

.,

47

Anderson, Presidents~ Pies, p. 1.

CHAPTF:R XVI
'l'HF. CITY BF/IUTIFUL !!1D

11

SOCI1'L BETTFPJIFNT, 11 190141917

Until American involvement in the f.uropeon war became ineVitable in

I

the early months of 1917, life in Washington adhered to the general pattern
it h!'d begun to assume by 1901.

The prestige of the Tlnited ftPtes, enor-

mously enhanced by the Spanish ftmerican W?r and her rise to the position
of a world nower, heightened the stature of the American capital in the
eyes of Furopean nations anrl shed new glamor uoon the city. Washi~ton,
though growing rapidly, continued to escape many of the nrohlems troubling
Pmerican municipalities.

c'tiu.>i..

The tide of immigration that hrought to the

-,::>nd of the Free 1,3no,<)1Yl aliens in 1907 alone swo?ot. north of the Potomac,
leaVing Washington the one imoortant American city to face no major social
adjustment in assimilatinr. thousands of non-English-sneaking peoples.
In 1910, as in 1900, she contained, to he sure, the higgest Negro population of any city on earth, but>to the relief of white residents, the
proportion of colored inhabitPnts dropped~ during the early years
of the century.

ftt the same time, while her non-elective local government

kept her largely free of corrupt political boss rule, the meagreness of

.

''

her industry spPred her the afflictions of more or less ooen warfare between
labor and capital.

The Wall Street panic of 1907 and the business reversals

following the outbreak of war in 'Purope which upset financial and commercial
centers created only a ripole on the smooth surfRce of Washington's economyo

Ps the "millionrire colony" in the capital increased, the disparities
in wealth, it is true, hecane ns pronounced as in NPw York or Chicago.

2

Although the f,ist1•ict's working clas~es were 'not subject to conditions
such as Unton Sinclair descrihed in The Jungle of Chicago's stockyards,
J acob Riis found

1'

counterp!!rt to lfanhattan's slums in Washington's alleyso

But here the misery of the abjectly poor -

was tucked out of the sight

of all but its Victims and conscientious men and women who sought them outo
"The poor ye have always with you" whether i ij Washington or elsewhere, and
::.

the C!!pital seemed to most Americans the least !!nxiety-ridden place on the
continent,
The good t\-.ings of a country still 1>t peace were hers to enjoy o
,ihen disaisters like the ~an Francisco earthqu1>ke and fire, the Johnstown
!'lood or the sinking of the Titanic occurred, she showed ready sympathy
without losing her air of detachment. ~ War in Europe forced difficult

w

decisions upon the federal government,/national determination to stay out
of the fight preserved Washington's calm,

Even the mounting tensions of

1916, with its He:xican border "incidents," i t s militant suffragette demon~
strations and, above all, the German subm!!rine threat to neutral shipping,
failed to destroy the city's serene mode of lifeo
()>,.

In this felicitous settine: white Wa:,hington carried/her civic plans.
Ideas moved slightly to the left with Theodore Roosevelt in the White House,
and to the nation at large the atmosohere of the capital doubtless seemed
different from that of McKinley's day:
Street and powerful trusts listed,

the winds no longer blew as Wall

But within the local community the

chvnge was rather in temoo than in direction; the last years of the
'McKinley regime had ;,lreAdy seen the charti ng of the city's course and
except in the area of r1>ce relations deviati ons were minor,

Growing hostility

in Congress after 1909 put Washingtonians incre11singly on the defensive,

3
forcing thPm to realize they must now fight for the consideration they had
taken for granti:>d for a decade. The coming of President Hilson in 1913
apoeared, moreover, to uresage revolutior,;,ry uoheavals) but the effect soon
oroved to he merely a c;uickem.ng of the reform soirit that had stirred in
the city sj_nce the late 1890 1 s ond a strengthening of the will to keep
the gains of the irro1nediate past.

Just as the keynote of the early 20-ch

century was gratification over what Washington had core.e to represent, so
the dominant note of the lPst pre-war years was determinatjon to see her
fulfill the destiny her citizens envisaged for her.

Complacency about

their achievemeµts even at its peak in no way precluded recognition of
shortcomings still nwaiting correction, but ootimism over the community's
ability to resolve unanswered oroblems and to meet new as they arose
prevailed after as well as before the altered temper of Congress multiplied
difficaj.ties.

That faith in Washington's capacity to mnke herself the

oerfect model for all fmericar municipalities spurred the efforts of
oublic~spirited citizens, while it provided for the irresnonsible and
imoerceptive a pleasant feelirg that all wae for the best in the best of
all possible cities.
Physical Improvements
So far frorn stagnating in the pleasant warmth of finding herself
the rost admired and envied city in America during the early years of the
20th century, Washington m~de steady progress in her drive to become the
most beautiful cacital in the world.

Indeed, success in turning some of her

dreams into visible realities exceeded reasonable hones, and the interest
aroused by the proposals of the Park Commission as they became known during

h
1902 gave new impetus to city plmning th~oughout the country• 1 Whet a
maf(ezine writer called "Washington's civic renascence" could obviously not
h;,ve taken physical form without the endorsement of C,oneress, for not only
were l;,rge-soale improvements to federal property the very core of the plan,
but the soending of every doll;,r of local tax money hed to receive con-

•

gressional approval.

And horrified holders of the ourse strings estimated

the cost of executing the ol;,n in its entirety at sums ranging from
f200,000,()1)0 to t600,0()(),(){)I').

2

Nor could local citizens, irrespective of

their talents, have commended the prestige needed to win over Congress to
so el;,borate a scheme; to persuade W8shington 1 s "city council" to consider
parts of it requi1•ed the professional skills ;,nd the reout11tj_on of a Daniel
Burnham, a Charles HcKim, e Frederick L11w OJ.nisteod, and an Pugustus St 0
Gaudens.
Yet the role of the local community was by no means negligible.

The

Board of Trade, citizens' associations and influential individuals had
prodded and pleaded for ye8rs before Senator James McMillan induced his
a~sociates on the Hill to sanction the appointment of an advisory Park
Commission; Pnd imoortant features of the commission's magnificent over-all
pl;m duplicated those long urged by Washington taxpayers.3

Perhaps the

widespread assu.~ption th;,t Washingtonians contributed nothing end merely
;,

1 Charles Zeublin, ''Washington Olr! and New," Ch;,utaguan, XXXIX, Apr
04, pp, 156~6·(; Frederick Law Olmstead, "Beautifying th!' City," Independent, LIV, 7 Aug 02, op. lf\70-77; H. B. Macfarland, "ThP Rebuilding of
the Netional C;,pit~l," Thi' Pmerican City, I, Seo-Nov 09, Po 3.
2 TiMes, l Nov 07,

3 See ?bove ch. XIII, po.

; Anl

!!Et!! of

Tr, 1902, o. 11;
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reaped the benefits of other men's aesthetic concepts derived from popular
magazine articles which contrasted in dramatic ohrases the beautiful city
soon to emerge under the Park Commission's guidance with the dreary community
in which the natives had suoposedly been content to live until, in spite
of themselves, Boss Shepherd briefly shook open their pocketbooks.h
In submitting i ts report in Jc1nu2ry 1902, the Park Commission made
'

no request for ,eippropriations,

The function of its experts as they them--

selves interpreted it was to prepare

11

a well-considered general plan

covering the entire District of Columbia," with the object of securing a
"harmonious and consistent building up" of the city.

As Congress provided

for new buildings and pc>rks, it would have a blue print to follow instead
of lettj_ng the former "piecemeal, haohazard 11nd unsatisf;,ctory methods"
prevail.

Consistency in sticking to a plan was nore important, Frederick

Olmstead insisted, than the adoption of any particular plan.

L'Enfant's

origmnal plan, restored where obliterated or mangled by past makeshifts,
served as the basis of the commission's proposal, although some adaptations
and considerable enlargement of the 1791 lay-out were necessary for the
20th century city.>
Since an unobstructed Hall, the "government gardens" stretching from
the Capitol to the 0 otomac, was a vital element in L'Fnfant 's s cheme, the

'

park comnissioners hi,d early realized that they must either abandon the

•

h Eg., Zeuhlin, "Washington Old <>nd New," Ch2utaguan, XXXIX, Apr
04, pp. 159-64; Carrol l D. Wr;ieht, "The Embellishment of Washington,"
Independent, LIV, 13 Nov 02, µ~. 2683-85.
5 ~ Rpt 166, 57C, 1S, 15 Jan 02, ~er 4259; Olmstead, "Beautifying
a Ci.ty, 11 Independent, LIV, Aug 02, P• 1870.
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Frenchman's plan or persu2de the

0

ennsylvania railroad to remove its tracks,

train sheds and the heavy.,towered stone depot from the Mall.

As the law

oassed in February 1901 authorized the Pennsylvania railroad to enlarge
its holdings there and to erect a huge new station at 6th street, the task
of inducing the corooration to relinquish its title to that valuable land
oromised to be diffi.cult if not in1possible.

In fiugust 1901 Dimiel Burnham,

at the end of a Park Commission tour of European cities, sought out
flexander Cassatt, president of the railroad, in London.

Unexpectedly

Cassatt volunteered to withdraw from the Mall and to collaborate in building
a Union station, orovided that compensation be made for the cost of the
change and that proper apnro:>ches be ensured "wo-rthy of the building the
railroads nropose to erect. " 6 For this right-about-f11ce, so one story runs,
MarJ C2ssatt was resoonsible; the gifted painter convinced her brother
that he must not stand in the way of an artistic movement in America.
few months later ~enator McMillan's explanation st11ted:

P

"The acquisition

of the Pennsylvania Railroad Company of a controlling i nterest in the
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad makes it possible at this time to secure such
a modification of the project of last year as will, when carried out, give
a complete, adequ11te, and monumental treatment of the railroad terminals in
Washington. 117 The design of the Union station was to make it "in reality

6 "The Fmhellishment of \fashington, " Municipal Affairs, V, 911-12.

7 S Rpt 98?, 578, 1S, 3 Apr 02, Ser 4261; see also S P..oc 220, 57C,
2S, Ser 4430, a compilation of all canal and railroad legislation for the
District, 1800-1903.
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the great ;,nd imnresfive vest:i.hule to Washington, 118

Its building and the

subsequent rernov;,l of the tracks and deoot from the Mall were the first
fruits of the Pi>rk ComMiSfion's labors,
Neither Congress nor the locial public greeted i>ll the recomrnendPtions
of the collll'lission with undilu'.;ed enthusiaem,

The scope of the over-all

plan mPde it seem visionPry, :,nd even with its execution spread out over
decades the costliness g:,ve more than one congressm;,n gooseflesh,

Objec-

tions also arose to particular proposals- to moving the Botanical Garden
from the foot of C11pitol Hill where the greenhouses had stood for sixty-odd
years or to locating new federal office buildings in Lafayette square and
south of the Smithson:i.Pn Tnstjtution instead of placing them in the triangle
formed by Pennsylvani8 avenue and the old canal bed north of the Mall. 9
When the Comr,,ission plrced on exhibit ot the Corcoran Gallery of Art plaster
models of the future city westward fror:1 the Library of Congress, residents
of E?st WashingtoP had reason to fear they were again to be slighted,
although the commission reoort included a scheme for a oarkwi>y running from
Soldiers Home to the Washington Asylum on the Anacostia, use of the upper
reaches of that stream for a "water park" like Belle Isle in Detroit, and
eventually treatment of the river front below like the qui>ys of the Seine
With a boulevard along the top and stone wharfage at the water's edge.
Georgetown similarly received scant attention in the plPn,
no significant improvements west of ll.ock creek except for

It called for
a

naITow ribbon

8 Seen. 6.
9 Anl ~pts B of Tr, 1902, po. 52~53, 1905, pn, 7, 59-6o, 1909, Po
30, 1916,p. 2; Star, 13 1-!ar 03, 1 Jan 08, l.i Aug, 30 Nov 09; Times, 5 Dec
06, 1, ?, 11.i Nov 07; Post, 30 Jun 02, 5 Jan 10.
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of parkway link)_ng I?otomac :me Pock Creek parks. 10 Congress, perhaps
fortun~tely in view of its initial shock, had no occasion to reject or
acceot the olan

DS

a whole; tho House did not discuss it at all and the

Senate merely imolied teoid approval by ordering two hundred copies of the
coMmission rep0rt,

But it exercised "great moral force," 11 When the time

c?me to vote money for new buildings or new hridges or other badly needed
public works, a majority of members of Congress found themselves converted

to the principle if not to the details of the Park Commission's plan.
Other than purchasing the land for the Union station on Massachusetts
avenue and voting to pay the railroads the co~pen~ation oromi~ed in 1901
for the elimination of grade crossings within the city, the first co~ression~l
me;,sures re-1:>ting to the commission plan authorized new government buildings
rather than additional parke,

As the railroads began the erection of the

elaborate new station and launched upon tunneling under the Hill to carry
the tracks underground across government proPerty, work started on the
long awaited District buildine at 14th street on the former site of the
Capital Traction Company powerhouse, offices for the House of Representa
tives and the Senate on the Hill, a neu building for the Deoartment of
Agriculture and a new National l·'.u:;eur> flanking the Mall on the south and
north respectively, and ,m inmosing home on Arsenal Point for the recently

•

s

10 "The Fmhellishment of Washington," Municipal J\ffairs, V, 913--16;
Doc 89, SBC, 2S, 15 Jan oL, Ser 11588,

11 Rec, 57C, 2,, 21'\ Jan 03, p. 1350; Glenn Prown, 1860-1930, Memories,
~ \-/inning Crusade to levive George Wae-hington's Vision of~ 8:,p:t,tal City,
p. 270 (hereafter cited l's Rro~m, Memories).
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organized War <',ollegeo 1 2 Finished ;,nd in use by J.908, these buildings
irnmediately added to t he city's aura of dignity, and ;,fter the clearing of
the Mall of thf' railroad tr:acks ;,nd denot i n 1909 :and the grading and
planting of the pl:-ze in fron-c of the new Union

I>~

ili;:;i8~,

Washington began to

bec1r much of the aspect she would have for the next 20 years.

On Pt. Vernon

plc>ce stood the District Public Library built with money given by Andrew
Ci,rnegie and opened in 1903.

The sprine of 1910 s..w the comoletion of

Continental Hall erected by the Da1.1rhters of thP. /lmerican ~evolution and
?djacent, loceted above thn Hall near the hashington Monument, the Hall
of the fmerican Renublics, in its architecture a skillfull blend of Spanish
and French renaissance styleso

The new city Post Office on the station

plaza, the "Marble Palace"> headquarters of the Americc1n Natinnal Red Cross,
rising alongside the Corcoran Gallery, ;,nd nearby a new building for the
~

Navy Department further~ the city's air of stateliness.
Although critics later comolained about the inappropriateness of
the classic;,l ;,rchitecture executed in white marble and pale gray eranite,
the general uniformity of design found wider favor than the late 19th
century v11riations to be sePn jn the State Departmf'nt building, the Gothic
Post Office on Pennsylvani;, Pvenue ;,nd the ornate ItRlian P.enaissance Librery
of Congresso

/'s the Lincoln t emorial began to take form beyond the

W;,shington Honument, the leost, imaginative -person could envisage the future
grandeur of the sweep of the Nall from the Capitol to the, Potomaco

Citizens

who agreed with the Star that "esthetics are business in Washington" were

12

Rec, 57·';, lf, 25 Feb 02, PP. 26L8- 61, 28 Feb 03, p. 2730; Comrs
~ot, 1903, P• 11, ~er L65L; Anl Rpts ~ of Tr, 1902, Do 56, 1905, Po 63,
1907, Pa AL, 1909, Po 300
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disappointed at the slowing of progress on the Park Commission plan after
1911. 13 Until the Lincoln Memorial wes completed in 1922 :,nd the less
monument:,! ~ederal Triangle~ becQJlle a lPndrnark in the 1930 1 s, the city
would lPck architectural features later generations regard as part and
p:,rcel of the national canital.

But the ooncept of Washington as a place

where harmony between buildings and space must obtain had taken deep root
before World \iar I.
That harmony

1-111s

in no small decree ensured by the creation of a

permanent Fine f.rts Commission in 1910 to advise Congress "unon subjects
within the doml"in of the fine prts." The distinguished Prchitects,
sculptors, painters and lPndscape architects composing the col!lmission had
no fiBal authority, but their recomrr.endations carried weight; they determined the site and design for the Lincoln Memorial in the face of
vigorously pressed counter proposels. 11 But the commission was threatened
with

a

disastrous defeat i.n 1916 at the h;mds of Treasury officials.

Secretary of the Treasury William l,cAdoo insisted that economy dictated
placing a new government power and heating nlant at the he;:id of the Washington
chllnnel near the Bureau of F.ngraving where,the Fine Arts Commission contended,
fottr huge smoke stacks cutting the sky line would not only m;,r the view of

13 Star, 25 Mar 03, 1 Jan 15; Tires, 10 Mlly, 16 Dec, 11, 15 Feb lL;
Rpt !!_ of Tr, 1912, p. 21; Anr,ui,l Jlddress, President Jrune.s !::• Oyster !:2
Chamher of Comr-erce, lL Jan 13, n. 13, Cony in f•'ile Rlif, Series VI, Woodrow
Wilson Mss (L.C.t• '1nless otherwise noted here:>fter :>11 ci t;,tions of the
Wilson n:>pers re er to ~eries VI); Internatiom1l Bureau of the American
Republics, The Report of ~ Director to the Fourth Pan Americ<in Conference
Held at Buenos Aires, Argentine Renuhlic, Jul 191~, pn. fi6..51.
lL H Rut 129L, 6;>C, 3s, 13 Jen 13, ~er 6335; "The Proposed Lincoln
Nc>tional Memoric>l," Haroer's Weekl,v, LVI, 20 Jun 12, n, 21; Post, 19, 20
Jen 13.
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the city when approached from the south hut coMpete with the Washington
Monument and the Capitol seen from arry angle.

A citizens' committee joined

in the protest, but CongresF remained unconvinced and excavation began.
In the end it was the ch;,irman of the citizens' committee, Glenn Brown of
·the American Institute of Architects, who saved the day.

When he saw

engineers sending up from the uower plant foundations a balloon to mark
the height to which the smoke stacks would rise, he hastily got a photographer
to make pictures showing the balloon slicing across the shaft of the Monument
and blotting out part of the Capitol dome.

Prints sent to every member of

Congress and published in a special article in the National Geographic
Magazine fiailed to halt the wo:-k, but Brown seized upon an ooportunity to
draroi,tize the consequences to the public.

He engiiged a sign maker to paint

two sandwich bo~rds based on a cartoon trom Clifford Berryman•s pen in the
one board depicted the lRth century olar, of the city under the caption
~ : / 11 The Past--A Heritage from Washington"; the seonnd,marked "The
Present--Mcfdoo's Smoke St11cks, 11 portrayed the city on the completion of
the new power olant.

Dressed in a long white robe, bare feet in ~andals

and his face covered by

R

blac'k mask, Brown wore the sandwich boards to a

great Bei,ux Arts ball given at the New Willard Hotel to raise money for
the children of French artists who hRd lost their lives in the war agoinst
Germarry. The only person with masked face, he aroused imlllediate attention
as he walked back and forth, saying no word but letting everyone study the
contr~stj ng pictures.

Overnight };c/doo beceme a laughing .stock.

Congress

agreed to the Fine Arts olan of enlarginr; the existing oower plant on lowlying lf,nd to the south of the P-aoitol, Pnd "The Heri tRge of Washington"
was saved.lS
lS Brown, Memories, pp. 301.03; f:!_l Apl;?al t o ~ Enlighte~g_ Sentiment
of the People £! the United State~ fo·r. the Saegui:rding of: 1!!£. Future
Deve~oment !?.f the Capital <?f ~ Natio!!., !'arch 19160
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MePnwhile repl:;,cement of the historic long hridge over the Potomi>c
with a new steel tl•essle 11 hig1'way11 bridge a quarter-mile upstream con,tributed to the city's convenience without enhPncing her architectural
beauty.

In 1908, however, the new "Lion" bridge with its placid-looking

stone creatures crouching at the Connecticut avenue approaches to the
scans over Rock Creek valley displayed the decorative possibilities of
•

handsome structures; at these.me time the solidly rebuilt but unembellished
bridge over the Anacostia aho,e the Navy Yard perhaps further convinced
Congress that future highway ;,ppropriations must allow for aesthetics as
well as utility.

The Park Commission plan included a memorial bridge as

an extension of the Mall to Arlingtofemetery, hut although members of the
Grand Army of the Reoublic laid a cornerstone for the bridge in May 1902
in endeavor to insoire congressional action, not until 1913 did Congress

appoint a special commission to choose
the mid~l920 1 s would work begin.

fl

site and a design,and not until

Nevertheless the District saw the com-

pletion of a half-dozen handsome bridges before the end of 1916. Several
of them involved extraordinary feats of engineering, notably the skillful
use of concrete to encase the old water mains which carried the Pennsylvania
avenue bridge over Rock creek and the graceful strength of the arches of
the Q street bridge guarded by two bronze buffaloes.
•

And a million dollar

appropriation for a Francis Scott Key bridge to replace the old aqueduct
bridge promised vastly to improve the looks of the Potomac river front
at Georgetown. 16

16 Anl Rot B of Tr, 1902, p. 28, 1905, pp, R, 19-20, 1907, pp. 15,
120, 1909, pp.l"i2, 43-;-1916, pn, ul=U3; Comrs Rpts, 1909, P• u6, Ser 5809,
1915, p. h5, Ser 7021; W11shington' s Bridges, 19!,5, illustrated pamphlet
prepared by Engineer's Office, D,C.
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New construction alone would have only partially altered the city 1 s
appearance.

Quite as imoortant was the landscaping of the areas adjoining

the new buildings ::ind the l10proaches to some of the bridges.

As grass and

flower beds began to cover the oublic grounds, gratified citizens lent
support to a csimpiiign to demolish the billboards that had long enclosed
most vacant lots. With the acquisition of l;,nd for new pi,rks and boulevards,
•

the installation of fountains in several commanding places and the erection
of marble and bronze statues at avenue intersections, the national capital
though still unkempt and unfinished-looking in many section~
pride of all fmericans.

stirred the

As a safeguard against future obstructions, in

1910 Congress pa~sed a Height of Buildings act which empowered the District
commissioners thereofter to restrict the height of private buildings lest
skyscrapers overshadow the streets and dwarf public buildings. 17 At the
same time the restraints imposed by the Fine frts Commission met with wann
nublic aoproval, for if no one had taken exceotion to the undistinguished
bronze of Alexander fhepherd erected in front of the District building
or to the towering Daniel Webster on his huge granite pedestal at Scott
circle, the Board of Trade remarked that the city would benefit from the
exercise of "a more critical judgment than h;,s heretofore prevailed in
the selection of models for statues, fountains and monuments in the oublic
•

l7 H.B. :F. Macfarland, "The Rebuilding of the National Capital,"
American City, I, Sep 09, pp. 8--9; Comrs Rpts, 190~.ff.23~24, Ser 4654, 1909,
pp. 15-16, Ser 58o9, 191?, pp. 51-52, Ser 6!:64, 1915, p. 46, Ser 7071; Anl
Rots B of Tr, 1909, p. 30, 1910, po. 9-10, 62, 1913, 62-70, 1915, pp. 5&.57,
o2,° 191b, pp. 59-62; 11 /• National Monument to Columbus," Harper's Weekly,
LVI, 30 Mar 12, p. 17; Post, 3, 5 Mar 13; P.L. 196, U.S.~• 61C, 2S, ch
263, 1910.
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squares, streets and parks of the District. 1118
Probably the development of most universal interest was inaugurated
by Mrs, Willi;im Howard Taft when she chose to use the Japanese cherry trees,
presented to her by the Mayor of Tokyo, to ring the tidal basin beyond the
Washington monument.

She planted the first tree with her own hands a.~d,

despite the disheartening discovery that several hundred trees were diseased
and must be replaced with healthy stock, she l2ter supervised the public
gardaner•s planting of each ne-A shipment. Washington thus owes her famed
cherry trees to Mrs. William Howard Taft.

Public delight in the beauty of

the Tidal Basin undoubtedly inspired fresh attention to planting flowering
trees and shrubs and laying out flower beds in suitable spots throughout
the ci ty, 19
The "Social. Betterment" Movel'lel!!:
Yet as money poured out to adorn the oublic domain, uneasiness
stirred among citizens who saw signs of a disturbing one-sidedness in the
program for Washington--spacious parks and imposing buildings in some
sec•~ions of the city, in others/slums hidden away in alleys ; emphasis uoon
beautifying public property, disregard of the rest.

As early as 1904

gerry-built row-houses had begun to turn some of Washington's main suburbs
into tenement sections, threatening rapid deterioration in adjoining neighborhoods.

By

1906 the alley dwellings in the heart of the city were receiving

almost as much publicity in national journals as was the Park Commission

Rpt

58.

~

18 Times, 19 Pug 07, 21 Jan 09, 16 Mar 11; ~tar, 2 Nay 09; J\nl
of Tr, 1910, p. 61.

__

19 Post , 20 Jan 13·, ltr, Helen Taft Manning to the author, 4 Dec

15
~lan.

The lack of playgrounds in Washir.eton's poorer sections and the

ramshackle condition of schoo:('houses contrasted sharoly with the landscaoed grounds an,; architectur;,l ele1;-ance of new federal buildil}fs.

Aooro-

priations of !'600,ory, for n,-w p;,rks in northwest Washington and $\275,000
for the bridge at Q ~treet seemed out of all oroportion to the $100,0'lO for
reclamation of the malarial swamps near the mouth of the Anacostia and the
f75,000 for demolition of the shanties in the "notorious Willow Tree flley"
and its conversion to a playground.

Speakers at the national conferences

on city planning held in Washington in 1909 and 1910 pointed out that city
planners everywhere, captured by "a superficial quest for beauty," had
tended to oay too little attention to overcrowding of vital residential
areas; thus a COITll!lunity "from a social and hygienic standpoint" might
continue to be undesirable "though outwardly. it may be 'the city
be8utiful. 11120
The completion of the ptunping station and sewage disposal plant,
the water filtration system and enlargement of the Pl.strict water suopzy
by

1907 relieved the District budget of the heaviest demPnds uoon it and

seemingzy left funds available for playgrounds, roomy fireoroof school
buildings anr" s concentrated attack upon the greP.t blight of the caoital,
the ;illey dwellings.
•

But powerful members of Congress, having permitted

the ~istrict to finance its costzy public works by deficit spending,

1
20 Star, 16 Jul, 2, L Aug 09; Times, 5 Dec 1)6, 18 tfor 11; Post,
24 J,u. 04; Anl ~ !! ?f Tr, 1904, p. 16, 1905, Tlp. 8 9; 'Max West, 11 noom
for Improvement," Outlook, LXXIX, 11 Mar 05, pp. 625-26; George B. Ford,
"Second N:itional Conference on City Planning 11nd Congestion," furvey,
)'"(TV, ll• Hey 10, pn. 293~9/l; ~T-9.C .?li7 1 64C, 1~, 1916, pp. xlvi-xlviii, .
lii i, lix, fer 6915.( ,.;,. ..,_.._1,.t;,,. c.u.t~ M ~~ ,t?..laJ:i_'.,.,,.JJ:~- -..
--,

-
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insisted that taxes must go first of all toward reducing the funded debt
and next to repaying with interest the sums advanced from the United States
Treasury for sewers and the water supp1y. 21 Even so, had Congress seen fit
to authorize the expenditure, local taxes could hPve provided for the
gradual redemption of the alleys and for decent housing and more open
sp~ce in the most wretched areas of the city.

Leaders in the community,

though unwilling to have the Jistrict bear the entire cost, had long felt
strongly about the necessity of action.

The two laws of lfi92 had prevented

the building of adrlitional shanties in the ,1lleys, but neither law had
restored the authority exercised by the Board of Health under the territorial government to condemn and raze unsanitary tenements. 22 Yet if
Washington was to become the magnificent caoiti>l she aspired to being, she
must redeem her slums, a task which cj.Vic--minded people now saw could not
be achieved simply by the moral regeneration of alley dwellers.
For gradually public-spirited Washingtonians were perceiving the
narro1mess of their earlier Views of philanthropy in the battle against
pauperism.

The reorganization of the /•ssociated Charities in 1896 had

started the process of changing the focus, and in the next dozen years
the philosoohy dominant in the eighties and early nineties shifted
considerably.

•

Reduced to its simplest terms the change lay in a growing

21.rimes, 17 Apr 08; George R. l•iilson, "Municipal Indebtedness,
Washington, D.c., 11 Annals Ame:-ican J'dad~ of Social and Political Science,
XXV, May 05, pp. 628-29.
22 $ Rot 943, 57C, lf, 31 Mar 02, Ser 4261; Comrs ~pt, 1906, o. 49,
Ser 51?6; Anl Rpts ~ of Tr, 1905, pp. 6, 9, ~8, 1907, o. 1?7; Daniel E0
Garges, "Washington, D.C,, 11 Annals f,merican Academy of SociPl md Political
Scie_nce, XXX, Nov 07, pp. 157 /20; Star, ?L Aug 12.
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acceptance of the idea that environment might he as imoortant as inherited
character in making good citizens and thus a good city.

If "moral uplift"

alone could not win the figh·~ agRinst the degradation of poverty, the
campaign must broaden to include provision for decent living conditions
and wider economic oonortunity for the city's poor.

The "social betterment

leaders, 11 as the li>nguage of the day ci,llerl them, continued to rely
heavily unon education and persuasion to evoke cooperation, but they early
realized that new legisl!ltion was also essenti11l to the success of their
enlarged progrmn.
Among the leaders in this movement a half dozen stand out as men
of exceptional vision and tireless vigor.
the best single example.

Perhaps John Joy Edson supplies

F.xcept for his searching eyes peering through

rimless pince-nez, nothing in his kindly undistinguished face, partly
hidden by untrimmed mustachios, suggested the extraordinary force of his
personality; he looked more li_ke a small-town businessman than the powerful
big city banker mid the deeply religious, selfless social reformer that
he in fact was,
missioner

He repeatedly refused aopointment as a District com-

and rather kept his light \mder a bushel, but for more than

three decades he played an important nart in formul;,ting every significant
civic project in Washington, for twenty yei>rs shouldered the thankless
task of heading the District Board of Charities, and in the realm of penal
reform blazed a new trail.

•

The contributions of Dr. George Kober of the

Georgetown medical faculty were equally valuable and through his published
articles better kno1m outside Washington than Edson's.

Kober was at once

a scientist, a gifted teacher and a philanthropist who initially devoted
himself to sanitation cll'ld housing problems.

Years of serving on the Board

18
of Charities widened the ral'l':e of his interests until upon his seventieth
birthday in 1920 grateful fellow citizens woulrl acclaim him one of
Washington's chief benefactors.

Closely associated with him in the campaign

against the alley slums was Ex-Surgeon General George Sternberg.

Sternberg,

with his military bearing and the prestige of his rank, carried enormous
weight in the community and early became the city's foremost authority on
sanitary housing. 23
Washington lillso owed much to three successive secretaries of the Associated
Charities. George 1rJilson more than any other one men had given new direction to
its work in the late 1890•s1 and his informed humane ideas continued to have
great influence when he became the first secretary of the Board of Charities>
that official body created by act of Congress to watch over relations between
public and private philanthropies.

The other two men were newcomers to

Washington j n the first dec;,de of the century. Without Charles Weller the
city's social betterment movement would probably have progressed relatively
slowly.

In 1900 he had behind him five years' work with Chicago's fissociated

Charities.

Still a man under thirty, he saw with fresh eyes"' HiF insights,

sharpened by his professional exoerience in Chicago l'!nd his youthful confidence that once Washingtonil'!ns fully conprehended the dimensions of the
local problem they would find solutions, 'aaVe h;in1 peculiar

persuasive l'l<S.1,

In his eight years of directing the Associated Charities, he trained
hundreds of volunteers and taught a large segment of upper• ,class Washington

23 Interview with Louis Bro,mlow, 6 .Mar 59; "Jnniversary Tribute to
George Martin Kober • • • by his Friends and As!'ociates, March 28, 1920, 11
J'merican Journal of Physic<>l Anthropolozy_, III, No. 1, pp. 217 -83;
American Biographical Directories: District of Columbia, 1908-09; Times,
., Jun 11.
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t.he 11eruiipg of enlightened social sex-vice. 2L Uiv;er liis inspiration the
Monday F.vening Club became a "!ital force in the community.

Originated in

1898 to enable orofessional social workers to become acquainted, the club
exoPnded to "include leymP.n closely connected with loc11l charities end by

J.908 uas turning j.nto

11

.in educational lycewn" on Washington ' s civic needs.

Under the guidance of Walter Ufford, Weller's successor at the tssociated
Charities, the members of the Monday Evening Club formed vi1•tually "a
standing conference" on charities end corrections.

Ufford

had begun his

career as an orciained Congreei•tioniil minister before he took a Ph.D. degree
in soci,ology at Columbia ,~nd undeI'.took settlemPnt nork in New York.

In

1908 when Weller's cloak desc,nded upon him, he was a gentle, soft-looking
man of forty-nine whose unimpressive appearance belied his gifts and his
vitality.

Like Keller before him, he gave more th1,n one well-int enti oned

\•,ashingtonien o new concep·t of social llork and philanthropyO 25
:..Ong established residE:nts and neuer arrivals alike, loath to let

plans for the city beautiful exclude socinJ. meds, set themselves to
right the balance.

In 1902, ;;hil e at'Gempting to persuade Congress of the

urgency of the alley problem, fif',;y prominent Washingtonians acting on
Charles Weller's suggestion hi>d organized
of Housing Conditions.

Headed by

me11

a

Cor..mi•~·~ee on the Improvement

o-S: ·~he stature of Sternberg, Kober,

F.!)iscopal Bishop Henry Y. Sat,terlce i:,nd

s.

W. !ioodward, -oresidcnt. of the

24 Associated Charities Reoorts, 1902, -o. 5, 1905, oo. 10-11
(hereefter cited as A.C. Rpts); "How the AssociPted Chari ties has Recruited
the Social Forces of the Ccoital," Ch:irities, XV, 3 !far 06, op. 816-19.
25 Surver, XXIV, 7 l'.:iy lO, TJp. 197-98.
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Waahin!7ton Y!t,CA, -~he C:Ol1llllit-~eo hnd s~onsorFd lectures, distributed
circul;;rs -•nd prepared notices fo1· the press and for the locaJ. churches.
Weller bad inaugurated the uec of visual aids in presenting the data to
lfa.shirigtonim1s:

a series of :;tereoptic11n slides sho,tlng existing condi-

tions. 26 The corrrittee's mos~ effective method of publicizing the facts
t.o the rest of the country h;id followed upon an invitation to Jacob Riis
of New York to investigate Washington's alleys :md describe what he found.
Riis, widely known for his book How~ Other Hal£ Lives, had testified
before a St>ecial joint session of t,he House and Senate District committees
that Negro alley duellers in the national capital lived under worse conditions and "one-room fnmilies" were more numerous thnn in the grimmest
slums of New York City.

Pres-.i.dent Roosevelt had drivE>n the meaning of

i;hat statement home when his t.!essage to Congress in 1904 oointed out that
the de~th rate in Washington'n one-room ten~ments avPraged twice that in
two-room, four tir:ies thnt in ·:;hree-room, and eight times th11t in four-room
tenements.

The combined prescure of Riis' findings, the President's

appe11l and the demands for renedial action pouring in upon Congress from
constituents iasd promised to bring into being the congressional legislation for which Washingtonians had l:,e.%~ed in vain for more than a decadeo

27

In the expectation that a ~ew law would ooon empower the District commissioners to demolish alley dwellings, in 1904 Dr. Sternberg and Dr. Kober
had launched a second housing company P8tterncd on the then seven-year--

pp.

5,

26 Post, J.li A-or 02; Anl Rot B of 'I'r, 1902, p.
9, E;°l903,
lR,32,190~,p.-!i3.

pn.

33; A•.£• Rpts,

1902,

27 Jacob R:,is, "llackine up the P1·esident, 1; Charities, XV, 3 Mar
06, o. 7Sh; Charles F, \-leller, "Neglected Neigt>bors, 11 ~ . , PP• 764, 777;
~;•.,ce Vin.tel' Biclm~ll, !!!£. Inhn'Qi·~.;2; Jµey& 2f ~hil1!lton, D,C., PP• 8-9;

=:.~~, 28 Dec 0.3.

21

old f'am:tary !Jnprover.:ent Compmy but with ::, !J instead of a S percent limit,
on dividends in order to h:we in:i::pensive housing available to the families
that would be rooted out of -~he alley slums o28
truthfully

S8Y

Certainly no critic could

th:it \fai:hington had not tried ·~o help herself o

In 1906 nfter sevc~:il dishoar-toning delays Congress did create a
boi>rd vested with ,authority to condenm unsanitary buildings 29 Within a
0

year 203 alley houses were razed i-nd 53 more repaired while the District
Coilllllinsioners, inspired to make the most of their powers, ordered the
opening up of tuelve narrow alleys.

Unl.appily early in 1907 the Supreme

Court ruled the provision of the 1892 alley-opening act unconstitutional
in :requiring property-ownel's in the square involved and in the four abutting
squares to meet the cost of damages and e:>.--penses unless
benefits accruing equal to th:i costs assessed,

a

jury found

the

In consequence al l attempts

to convert the alleyways into streets cane t,o a halt and, in spi te of tho
Presicient's ap:,ointment of;, Homes Commission, the CATtpaign to wipe out
alley duelliJ18. also slackened.

'l'he f'anitary Housing Company was unable to

attract more then driblets of capital tr.i.th only " 4 percent r eturn and a
sense of public service as bait; the job was too big for private enterprise

·w h:mdle alone. Unless public funds supplied money to build hundreds of
cheap houses, the eviction of families from the alley shanties might only
mean doubling uo in tenements on the streets.

But l~rge.scele federal or

even a District house•building progrrun waE more th?n Congress oould contemplate, particularly 1110mbers from rural conmunj_ties a."l.d primiiri.ly agricultural

28 H Rpt 24~8, 58C, 2f', 14 Apr 04, Ser LS83.
29 U.S. ~~. , S9C, lS, 1 !fay o6, Ch. 2073, pp. 1$7-161.
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st11tes.

1•ccordingly t,he rr.,cently c:rented 110:orcl of CondeMnAtions ceoi>ed

t,o condemn nny but the most flng:rnntly unsimit:Jry buildings 30
0

The reoort of the President's Homes Connnission when published in
1908, while producing no tangible results, w11s not ~rlthou'~ significance.
Although Congress refused to spend federal money or District taxes on slum

..

clearance, and although the commission 1 s specific proposals, pointing as
t,hey did to the futility of sr~ell-scale individual efforts, discouraged
private citizens, the analysis in -~he l1i)port of the causal relationship
be·l;wePn low wages /ilnd the miseries of alley dwellers helped to destroy
liP.ge1'i.ng illusions that pauperism was due solely to the moral weaknesses

of its victims and could be rured by moral uplift. 31 Nor did the commission
accept entirely the validity of the Associated Ch8ri ties' thesis -~hat
moving peoole out of the hidd:m alleys into the open light of the streets
would effect a renecy.32 For the recommendations of the commission indicated its awarenesi, that fund;,mentsl faults in the economic and social
structure of the conununity contributed to the ills of which alley dwelling
was only a SY111ptom.
The diverse backgrounds of the comm:i.ssion1 s fifteen members makes
their :report the more remarkableo

All served without compensation.

No

member was a trained social worker and only General Sternberg and Dr. Kober
qualified as profession.il housing experts.

s. w.

Woodward, philanthropist,
•,

•

30 Comrs Rpt, 19o6, Th 7; Jinl ~ ~ of
The Inhabited ftlle,s, pp. 8, 11~12.

!!:.,

1907, p. 53; Bicknell,

31 George M. Kober, "Report of Colll1'littee on Social Betterment,"
Repoxj,~ of j:,he President's Homes Commission, pp. 3~9.
32 Weller, 11Neglect,ed Neighbors," op. 761-94,
1906, !), 29; Times, 3 J3n 08,

SeP also Corrtrs Rpt,
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t;_ght;~1Pccd Puriton and sucoessful mGrchant, r.ust have viewed some problems
from a very different, standpoint from that of ~he former cigsr m:>ker or
the livery st;:ible m;,n on the commission, just as attorney I•'rederick L.
S;;.ddons, confirmed single taxer, doubtless differed at times 'With tho tlegro
real estate broker; the ideas of George W. Cook, Negro dean of Howard
U~iversity, may have troubled some of his associates; the two wor.ien members,

•

i!iss Mnbel T. Boardman and Hrs. Thomes G?ff, both decidedly of the city's
"Wealthy social elite, might hllVe been exoected to think wage r?tes and
salary scales not questions with w"iich;, Homes Comnission or any- non-employer
group should dei,1.

Perhaps every member had studied An article in the

Bureau of Lnbor Bulletin which trnced statistically the links between
dependency and destitution in ';l'eshington
of less than

;incl

unemployment or annual wages

iUSOo. 33 If diverient points of view initially handicapped the

corranission, the common concern to locate the "causing cause" and suggest
feasible remedies for the wretchedness of thousands of Washington families
result,ed in a repo::-t th:>t show,)d deeper insi_zht than other civic bodies
h:>d theretofore achieved.
Some of the prooos;,ls of the Homes Comnission called for legislation-parbial public financing for onening alleys and establishing playgrounds,
govern,-nent loans

1ri;

low inte:rer,t to enable ;'business phil,inthropy, 11 like

the Sanitary Housing Company, ·:;o build 101-.·-rental houses, an anti-usury
li-w, a District Bureeu of Labo;•, worknen's ;,ccident insurance, proVision for
more voc;,tional training in the public school sycri;em Pnd hetter pay for

33 U.S. Depnrtment or C<>;nJnerce and Labor, Bureau of Labor, Ch;,rity
Relj_ef and Woge Forninel!. (prepared by Samuel E. Forman), 1908, pp. 876-922.
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government employees, '.ncludirg net only the unsldllPd hut also tne clericeJ.
fore<> w;;ose sal.,ry ac?le had remained unchanged since 1853.

But in an

appeal to comrnu..~ity conscience and enlightened self-interest the commis~ion
;,lso wged privat, employers to raife wages in order to ensure a minimum
standord of liv.'.ng below which r.o fan1ily, irrespective of its morals or its
wage-earners' skills, need hP\e to exist.

•

The one basic probJ..em which the

commission ~6 no:red was the effect of race p:t•ejudice upon the ability of
nem•ly a t,1ird of the city's population to help itself.34

.

•mfortun;'!tely the report stirred up little discussion, and after 1908
lass:i <:,ude overtook the movement fol· refonn through legislation.

Optimists

pc:. suaded themselves that past accomplishments, if not permitted to lapse,
•,ere sufficient to meet the needs of the immediate future. 35 Those accomplishments were in feet impressive.
had cre:>ted

t>

Congress yielding to community pressure

juvenile court, appointed a Prison Cororr,ission to study penal

reform, passed a "non-suppo:..•t'' act conpellj_ng fathers to contribute to the
support of their children, en~ctep school a·i,tendance end child labor laws,
est3blished an Industrial ITome School for Colored Children, replaced the
almshouse ,ri.th a new Home for the Aged and Infirm, opened

11

model tubel"=

culosis hospital and approp~isted several smsll sums for public playgrounds 0 36
34 Seen. 27; ptn, U.S. ~nd D.C. employees to the President, 19 Dec
16, Folder 326, File 84½, Serii:s VI, W. Wilson mss (L.c.).

35 Times, 16 Feb 08; Star, 24 Nov 09; f.. .Q Rpt, 1909, PP• 8-9; WilliRm
H. Balrlwin, "MPking the Deserter Pey the Piper, The Dietrict of Columbia Plan

of Paying Prj_soners' Wages to Their Deserted Wives," Surv~, XXIII, 20 Nov 09,
2L9-52.
36 U.S. ~!•, 56C, 2S, 1 Mar 01, ch 670, p. 851, 58G, ?S, 27 Apr 04,
ch 1628, P• JBA, 59C, lS, 19 ~ar o6, ch 96o, pp, 73-78, 23 Mar 06, ch 1131,
pp. 86-87, 8 -Jun c6, ch JOS!i, po. 219-20, ?7 June o6, ch 3553, p. 482, 6oc ,
1S, ?6 ffoy 08, ch 198, -o. J)J, 28 lfoy 08, ch 209, PP• 420-23; !_ .£ Rpt, 1905,
Po
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than with helping her poor.39
For the District of ColUlllbia the one forward-looking measure passed
during an administration determined to .::heck the sprei>d of socialism in
~merica "Ild .,11 -~hnt dreacl te:cm i.mplied was the endorsement of most of the
recommendations of the Peni,l Commission of 1908 and the appropriation of
funds to carry ·i;hem out. The innovatl.ons p1'Oi;osed and ;,ccepted were
primarily the fruit of the hw1nne Dnd courageous thinking of John Joy Edson,
the commission chairman.LO Mot content with spelling out the obvious need
for a parole_ system and suspended sentences and for an expanded physical
plant to relieve the shocking overcrowding st the -i;orkhouse and jail, Edson
and his associates boldly 11dvocated a totally new me~hod of handling first
offenders and minor misdemeannnts:

help them to reha,,ilitate themselves

under watchful but ur.restrict::.,,e supervision, instesd cf locking them up
with hi,rdened crininals in the penitentiarJ or with "the ms:,s of derelicts•
at the Asylum workhouse. 41 Because the ladies of the Mt, Vernon Ase-ociation
objected to hsving a penal inntitution of aey kind at Belvotr, Virginia,
adjacent to a national shrine, in 1912 Congress tranai'erred to the War
Department the Belvoir site purchased in 1910 for the reforrnat:,ry for the
"more hopeful" class of adult offenders; the change of location to Lorton,
Virginia, consequently delayed the opening of t.~e new reformatory until
Uovember 1916.

For different reasons the wanted legislation authorizing

39 H Rpt 825, 61c, 2s, 24 Mar 10, fer 5592; R fuc 989, 62c, 3,, 19
Dec 12, Ser 6364; interview, Louis Brownlol}; ~imes, 29 Nov, 16 Dec, 28 Feb 13
'-1.,,

m->-"1

40 Interiliew, Louis Bro1mlow, 6 Mnr 59.
Ll ~mrs ~t, 1909, p. 28, ~er 5809; Times, 9, J.5 Jun 07.
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indeterminPte sentences Pnd p?role had to wait till the 1920's. 42

But the

of the new workhouse at 0ccoqunn, Virginia, in 1911 initiated a revolution
in oonal Pdministration, for hero was a large institution without bars,
bolts or other means of physical restraint, night or day.
•,.

The inmates

worked on the f.errn or at the brick kilns which by 1914 were suonlying all
t he hrick for the Distr-lct Government's building Pnd rep;,ir work.

0fficiPls

from every section of the United ftates and from Eurone visited 0ccoqur,n to
observe the astonishing success of a system that combined nu nimum custody
wi·th wholesome outdoor employment. 43
-While the p?ce of the civic uplift movement slowed after 1908 it did
not grind to

I'

halt, tmd thoug'.1 W;,shington progressives marked time in

pushing for fur-ther legislatio~, they joined with more conservative citizens
in pursuing a public health program through education.

Because of the

effect upon W;,shington I s renutation in the rest of the nation, the cleanliness of the city, like ., lowei:ed death rate, was as important to business
promoters as to social workers.

When a "cle;:in~up week" sponsored chiefly

by the Evening~ resulted in the collection of thirty-three WQ80n loads

of rubbish from a single block, a "clean city" col11Jllittee set itself to
teach thoughtless citizens the principles of sanitPtion and good health.
'1'he f.istrict Hf'alth office, undermanned. md starved f"or funds though it was,

L2 Times, 10 Jpr 08, 17 Ji.n 09; Anl Rpt ~ of

!!:,

1908, p. 17; Comrs
Rpt, 1915, p, 38, fer 7071; George Kober, "C'aaritable and Reformatory Institutions in the District. of Columbia, 11 ; ~ s Doc 207, 69c, 2S, 14 Feb
27, pp. 69-13, Ser 870::. Kobe:·'s swnmary contains a history of penal~,
administration and reform in n.c., 1865 to 1927.
43 S Doc 207, 69C, 2f, 14 Feb 27, pp. 51-62; Reoort of the Board of
Ch[,rities of the Dist!·ict of Columbia, 1917, p';'>, 9, 85 (hereafter cited
Rpt !! of Qi)",-

es
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str·ugr,led faithfu:i.ly to t>ettei• s1mits11·y conditions, and by 1912 the Boerd
for ti--e Condemn;,•ti.on of fr,;o,:.t;,ry Buildings, even while grumbling that
11

a school of good housekeepinr,'' was the chief need of alley dwellers, had

ordered the demol;_tion of over 1500 buildings in the cityohL Meanwhile
philanthropy}Prouiled to the plight of aged pcople>provided some seven new
homes, chiefly under c~national aegis,

Private contributions of time

and money continued to flow Plso into the city's medical .and children I s
charities,

And, contrary to tll logic during these years of congressional

reluct?nce to vote Elpprooriations for Pdequate public health Pnd building
inspection, for additional officers to enforce comoulsory school attendance
or for s·~aff for the Board of Children's Guardians, Congress continued to
grc1nt generous subsid:i.es to private hoSpitals. L5
Out of this curious situation grew a struggle that for several years
absorbed much of the energies of civic,-minded Washingtonians and focussed
·the:ir .attention on .administrative procedures.

The fight lay between

boards of directors of private chPrities and the Board of Chro-ities, that
public body crented to prevent overlapping services R11d inefficiencies in
public 11nd priv11te ch11rities and to provide for needy people whom private
institutions did not re1>ch,

The five-nRn Board of Charities felt strongly

that public money should go only to public institutions; private resources
could :ind would meet the ch?llenge :>nd supoort oriv:>te phil!mthropies
adequately.

But sociPlly impo:rtmt W11shingtoni11ns resented that plan as
I

h4 Star, h Apr, 27 Jun 09, 3 Mar, 23 May, 8 ~ep, 2 Oct 12; Comrs
Rpt, 1912, pry, 18, u7, Ser 646~; Bicknell, ~he Inh11b~ fflleys, pp. 23~25;
i:; Doc 422, 61C, 2S, 11 l-lar 10, p, 62, Ser 5b%.

h5 £: .£ Rpts, 1903, po. 18-19, 1913, p1J, 12, 15; ~ Doc 207, 69c, 2S,
lh Feb 27, pp. 22, l18, 167, s~r 8702.
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belittling of their own pet charities.

Consequently the Bo11rd's argumen·~s

urging the economies of builct.ng a general municipal hospitiil financed by
public funds and administered by public officials met with fierce resistance.
I
,

The sanctity of custom and the prestige of its defenders defeated a recollll!len
dation of 1909 when the Board, itself composed of such infiuential men as
John Joy Edson and Dr. George Kober, proposed closing Emergency Hospital
and denying the public Columbia Hospital t300,ooo for a new building, since
both institutions tended to spend their government monies on better care
for pay patients instead of enlarging service to the poor for whose benefit
the grants were intended. «6 'l'he proponents of subsidized private charities,
it is true, could point to the shortcomings of more than one public institu
tion.

For example, parsimonious appropriations for the new al6111house,

ren31Jled the Home for the Aged and Infirm, had forced econol'li.es in construction end~ prison-like sparseness of furnishings and facilitiee--neither
screened porches, assembly rooms, chapel, diet kitchen nor private rooms
for the desperete1y ill or dying; by 1910 the meagre funds allowed for
running the home with its. 130 inmates in need of 2u-hour care kept the staff
to thirteen attendents.«7 ThE provision for the education of colored
children in the new Industrial Home School was equally thin. They got some
training in domestic work, gardening, farming and good habits, but no

L6 Post, 5 Mar 04; Anl Rpt ~of!_!:, 1907, p. 87; Comrs Rpts, 1902,
p. 299, 1915,p. 39; Rpt ~ of Ch9 1907, p, 7; Georges. Wilson, SuperviSion of Private Charities, p. L; Star, l Feb 12; "Municipal Hospital
for the Capital City," s
16 Mar 12, PP• 1924-25; S D:ic 207, 69C,
2~, 14 Feb 27, pp. 12, 1 -1, 22, 109-110, 116-17, 166-68, Ser 8702;
Walter c. Cleph;,ne, Public and Private Hospit~ ~ Gharities i n ~
District of Columbia, included in /\nl Rpt-~ of Tr, 1912.

vr,

5

Times, 22 Sep 07; D. C, Village, Fifty Years at Rlue Plains,
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industrial or vocational schooling, and the physical plant was grossly
i nadequate,

This public insti tution which suppliinted the Hart Farm ~chool

aft er l9o6 was little improvement over that older subsidized private
chari·l;y, LB On the other ht>nd: the tuberculosis hospital openf'd in 1908
showed that a c~rei'ully planned, well-run public institution could perform
services no private organization could equai. 49
•

It was possibly the presidential election canpaigns of 1912 that
revitalized the city's i nterest in the substantive features of social
betterment; for reFidents could scarcely fail to remember the vigor Theodore
Roosevelt had infused into the local movement, and Woodrow Wilson's "New
Freedom" promised far=reaching social as well as political changes.

More

probably, Washingtonians learr.ed during their years of quiescence that the
admirable laws passed between 1905 and 1908 had become virtually dead
letters for lack of appropriations with which to work, and that the needs
of a grolling popula•tion in. the interim had outrun what the earlier acts
were designed to supply.

Public charity was sharply limited in scope;

except for opening playgrounds, fighting tuberculosis, and founding several
homes for the aged, private philanthropy, while no lese generous than in
the 1890 1 s 1 had widened its field very little; urgent wants Within the
commmity still fell betwixt ;nd between.

Other than several old buildings

at the Asylum the District still had no plrce in which to care for the
chronically 111 or for drug addicts, alcoholics and the "mildly insane.«50

48 Rpts ~ gf

49

~

31,

1909, PP• 35S-58, 360-61, 374, 1917, ix P• 231.

S Doc 207, 69C, 28, 14 Feb 27, PP• 149- 56, Ser 87020
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'fhe Bo.i:rd of Children's Uunrdians knell that the benefits of placing its
wards with privete fanilies were imperilled by the sm2llness of the staff
of inspectors ?.~!'igned to visiting the widely scattered foster and boarding
homes,--only one inspector to 340 children compared to one for a third or a
quBrter as many in most American cities.

Over 700 feeble-minded children

got no care at a11. 51 And the unwill ingness of white people to give more
•

than token sums for Washington's near·;y 1500 destitute colored children
multiplied mifficulties,
t:astiington in 1912

BS

No observant resident of the capital regarded

a model municipal·: ty.

Yet when the no~r drive far. socip.l inrorovements began, it again
centered on alley-dwelling.
the creed:

The most enllghtened Washingtonians adopted

¢ood homes make a good communi '.y . · While members of the Monday

Evening Club, the spearhead ot: the new campiign for le~islation, prepared
a directory of inhabited alleys, the i'esocint,,d Charities, the Woman's
Welfare department of' the Nationvl C-ivic Feder;;\ion, the Men and Religion
Forward Movement, and the Soc:'.al Service Confere1ce of the Episcopal Diocese
of Washington studied the problem.

In fepteP1ber l)~.2 the three secular

organizations formed a Central Housing Col!l!llittee to ,':'llist the cooperation
of the press, chu.•ch groups end business 11nd civic ass.,,;:iations in a united
:Jtlpeal to Congress for

2

fede;•al housing comlJl:ission Wl th authority to act. 52

Help came from an unexpected quarter the following soring 1•hen Mrs. \1'oodrow

51 Rpts B of Ch, 1909, pp, 336, 360-61, 1917, Po ?10; f' ')oc 207, 69C,
2S, lh Feb 27, p. 236, 327-31, ~er 870?.

52 Wilbur Vincent r,!allalieu,

Washington Alley," ~urvey, :x,ry:II, 19
Oct 12, pp. 69-71; Bicknell, 'lhe Inhabited Alleys, po. 16-17, 20, 2.>28;
~ £ ~ ' 1911, P• 1?, 191?, P• 15.
11 ,
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\'iilsor began to tour Wsshingt,m' s 2lleys c>nd visit all the settlement
houses.

1'he dPughter ,imi g"Pnddaughter of slnve-owners, ~1rs, Wilson

expl~ined that her upbringing harl taught her to accent work in behalf of

(},., ~·u-6- .,..:,....,-

Negroes

BP

.

her Christiiin dut,y9 ,_Negroes themcelves found objectionable.

Luring her first weeks in the White House she attended conferences of the
fssoci?ted Charities, was elected to its board and threw herself into the
work of the Woman's Welfa1·e r,epa;.•tment of the Civie Federation with such
energy that, as one associate noted, "people flocked to our standard and
everybody wanted to h3lp in the alleys,

It was laughingly said that no one

could move in polit,e society in Washington who could not talk alleys, 1153
Debutantes formed

II

Neighborhood House Aunliary to do kindergarten work

in the settlemionts ,and by r,:ay 1913 "Automobile tours of our best people,
by .my of •studying the conditions' end 'helping' the poor, are now estab,.
lished i:>s socially correct." 51"' Whiree. some of this activity ~as useless and
essentially frivolous, ci•tizens were aroused over alley-dwelling as they
hacl

not been since Cha.rles Weller first shcmed his s'~ereoptican views of

Washington's slums.
;:;ll< /ff

And the r>erson11l interest, of !'resident and Mrs, Wilson

constructive orogrllln\!2rOl1lised to produceJ,4g1:.o:, i:l!tit~.
Bofore June 1913 women had raised f8SOO for the i'anitary Improvement

Company, Senator Works of California, radical=minded friend of the District,
submitted a bill to establish a federal ho·ismg commission, bills in both
House .:nd Senate proposed the conversion of two of the worst alleys into

53 Se<' below ch.'ll"1~~-

Bicknell, "The Home f!alcer of the White House, .J'..
1:r£. !-loodrow Wilson's Sociol Wol'k in Washington," 1°'ll.rvez, XXXIII, 3 Oct lh,
op, J.9-22; ~ , ~7 Apr 13.

54

Times, 20,

24,

;

27 ',ry 13, 24 Jan lh.
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p~rks, and anothei• c-ltizens' colllJ!lit,tee, this time containing represen·l;ath•es of the Board of Trade and the newer Chamber of Commerce, undertook
to dre>ft a merisure which businessmen and large taxpayers could endorse
wit,hout qualms. 55

Pt this po:i.nt the Senate requested a tabulation of

o,mership of alley propei"ty.

The forty-page list revealed more than a

-~housand different ow:ners, most of ,mom held only one or two lots, many of
whom were women and a few of whom themselves lived in the alleys.
comp:mies otmed very little alley property.

Realty

A disconcerting discovery was

thet title to six lots was ve~ted in the Washington City Orphan Asylum.
The battle thus could not be fought against a mere handful of villains or
;, few unwitting exploiters like the young man in

o.

Henry's Briokdust

Row.56

The plan that eventualiy emerged from the citizens' committee made
no mention of public housing but called for vesting in the District com=
mies1oners authority to conderr.n •.;illey .property
and draw .upon the District I s
.
general~ a ten-year perioc,~to meet ~he costs of conversion of alleys
into mine!' streets or parks. 57

By the time the proposal belatedly reached

Congress early in 19J.l-1-, popular exc;i.ter,1ent had diE>d down and congressional
opposit,ion to spendil'I~ federal money in the capital had gTown.
stirred on the Hill until mid-lugust.

Nothing

Then Congress learned that on the

l;:,st morning of her life Mrs. Woodrow Wj_J.son had told the President she
woulcl rest happier if she knew the alley bill had passed.

Two months later

>.•

;

55 Timei<. 2?, 23, 26, 27, 29, 31 May, l Jun 13; Post, 30 May 13;
Bicknell, "The fiome Maker of the .l ·/hite I-louse," p. 21.
56 f Doc 120, 63~, 1S, 2 Jul 13, Ser 6536.

57 Times, 2? Oct 13, 27 Jan, 19 Feb 14.
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wha·.. wonld soon Prove to be a cu:riously unrealistic ~.e;,sure bec;ime law.

""'[•i;

forbi,de efter ~·uly 1, 191R residence in :my Rlley not converted to a minor
street but Provided no m11chinc>ry and no funds

fcN

conversion and ignored

the problem of where evicted .families were to liw).58 The Board of Trade

,_

was troubled at the threat to the rights of privat<.• property, but most
l-lashingtonians uere elated,
new law, they

PSS'•.uned

"-hutting their eyes to l-he weakness of the

that the alley problem would no.. solve itself.

Con-

gressional hearings had bi•ought out the fact that, without benefit of
publicly financed housing, the alley popul;,tion had declin~d from the 19,076
of 1905 to 11,hOO in 1912, 1-nd when a special census of 191S showed fewer
than 8500 still living in alleys and the new Ellen Wilson Home., Association
preparing ol11ns for low-rental houses on the streets, the matter dropped
out of sight,

At the end of 1916 consequently the condition of the families

still living in the ai.ty's alley slums differed little from thRt of 1:010 59
No one foresaw that within a year the demimd for housing in the war-rid(on
capital would consign the alley act to limbo,
whlle the long battle egains·~ alley=dwelling got the most publici·~y
c>nd engrossed the 11ttention of some phl.lanthropists, sociAl betterment in

other realms, notably child core, made greater lBsting progress.

Infant

mortality, on the decline sin~e 1900, had dropoed to one 1n ten by 1917.
Th:mks in considerable degree to a Childrens Council formed in November 1911,

11

58 Bicknell, "The Home !faker of the \•,'bite House," pp. 21-22;
!1.!ehington J\lle ysJ I' Half-;·ay Measure: Qutlook, 108, 30 Sep 14, pp. 240-41.
59 Jlnl Rot !l of Tr, 1916, pp. 10'1-0,; Times, 25 Aug, 21 Sao 14;
"Certcin Jllleye in the Di::;trict of Columbia," Hearings before the H Comee on
J.G., 63C, 2S, 13, 1/l !far lu, po. 1?, ?2; Corr11•sRot, 1915, p. 189, Ser 7071.
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dry nurseries, child welfare centers, public pl:iygrounds, summer camps

and classes and clubs at the settlement houses cime to be part of an
accepted progrP.m of checking juvenile delinquency before it began. 60 The
Juvenile Court, to be sure, proved disi,pnointingly ineffectual:
only

-~wo

it h;,d

probPtion officers .?Ssigned to it, hiid to function as a criminal

rPther than a domestic relations court, ro:id its policy of making short-term
or temporary commitments of children to llhe BoRrd of Children's Guardians
forced the Guardians to place iin increasing number of their werds in
institutions instead of private homes. 61 Yet despite the continuing
handicap of a =11 staff, th~ Guardians succeeded in providing better
care for colored children than was possible earlier, fer while a smaller
percentage could be placed with private families, the quality of the homes
was higher.

On the other hPnd, whereae good private homes had been avail-

able at the turn of the centu.7 for four out of every five of the white
chilclren,by- 1916 the Boaro had to put more than half into institutions,
since whi·~e f8111ilies ,l/ere reluctant to take ter,porary boarders, chances
of ai:loption sccordingly diroin:i.shed, and short-tern, aporenticeships were
62
il1rPI'acticable 0
The institutions were on the whole better run and more

6
0 Times, 9, 11 Seo, 31 Oct,rll,, 21 Jan, 8, 23 Jun, 19 Sep, 15 Nov
15, 27 Aug, 2, 17, 27 Oct 16; fu>_!;_B of Ch, 1912, pp. 358-59; PC Rot, 1912,
p. 11.i; Hastings•Ir:>rt, Child We~ in the Dist>-:1.ct of Columbill, pp. 3-lL,
117.,123, 130-132 (hereafter cited as Hart, .9E:_~ Welfci;,e) ; Louis G. Weitzmann,
One Hundred Years of Catholic Char:i..ties in the District of Golumbia, pp. 120~ Tii27.t8; Comrs Rpt, 1917, p, 19, s.,.. - -:-61 Times, 1 Dec 15, 2 Feb 16; AC Rot, 1913,
62

r.,,

10.

~i;t' B of Ch, 19llr, no. 35?, J04-65, 1915, po. 312, .315, 1916, pp.
?39, 240, 2 1-45, 1917, no. ?09-10; Timos, 8 Jun 15; S Doc ?07, 69~, 2~,
14 :~eb 27, pp. 2.34, 236, "01• R702; A C Rot, 1913, p. 15.

numerous th;,n in the 1890 1 F, ':.Ju·!;

:>n

institution;,l atmosphere hung over the

hest of them, even the new Episcopal Pome with its s-o;,cious grounds beyond
the fn;,costia where the children were housed in grouas of eight to ten on
"the cottage system. 1163

·-

More significant, howe·ier, th:m the recurrent dissatisfaction ,:ith
the plt1cing of wards 11as the growing realization that the Board of Children's
Gunrdians, established to handle a;social problem after it had developed,
could not work effer;tively in the field of prevention.

In 1914 the Board

president, B. Pic1man Mann, tin examiner in the government Patent Office,
undertook a study of the background of the Board's chMges in an endeavor
to identify and find wt1ys of eradicating the social forces that brought

1500 l'linors in•;o its custody.

He concluded that two obstacles stood in

the way of a constructive att~ck upon delinquency and dependency in
Washington, namely race prejudice and the lack of any means of keeping a
fa.mily to7~ther when long ill.~ess, unemployment or the desertion of the
wt1ge ear,,er caused a domestic crisis.

Mann had no 08nacea for racii>l anta=

gonisM~ but he believed extensive recourse to mothers' pensions,

2

plan the

Assoc:..ated 81!.arities hed followed as bes·~ it oould since 1906, would cut
the roots of m~ny problems of child care,

A law passed in 191L limiting

tc eight hours the working daf of women in mercantile end manufacturing
eJtablishments had~ some beneficial effect, but in a non- industrial
generally non-commercial city where jobs in factories and shops were few
and virtually never open to colored women, the act

-r.m oontributed little to

~he preserv~tion of fmnilY life, least of all among colored people whose

63 Pnrt, Child Welf:,re, op, 10-11, 7'?, 77, 84~85.
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children ye;,rly swelled the rankf' of delinquents.

Chiefly at Mann•s

instigatjon but with the cooperation of the judge of the Juvenile Court,
the Children's --0uncil And other child welf;,re groups, in 1916 the Children's
Protective Pssociation Cllme into being to carry on ~Pnn's study of how to
forest;,ll delinquency Pnd dependency. 64
Just as tPcit recognition grew th;,t deep..-sePted soci?l m;,l;,djust-

J

ments underlay Most of WPshington•~ child welfPre problems, so an enlightened
segment of the co!111',uni ty begi>n to take a new look at adult unemployment 11nd
its consequences,

The flucturtions were confusing:

the figures on homeless

men out of work who sought te~porary refuge at the ~:unicipal Lodging House
rose from 6800 in 1914 to 9900 the next year and ;,gain dropoed to 6800 in
1916 when munitions pl;,nts in other parts of the country opened up jobs
for the able,-bodied.

Although the Lodging House Waf' designed for "tramps,"

the Monday F.vening Club out a new, better equioped Lodging House high on
the list of ci vie needs,

The ups and downs of employment for permanent

residents troubled thoughtful citizens even more.

Because the building

trades ;,nd "ditch digging" provided season11l work for both craftsmen and
unskilled labor, unemployment rose ;,larmingly in severe winters, but its
decline in a mild winter encouraged belief that n11ture must take its course;
1111 philmthropists could do
befell.

WPS

to try to find stoog~s when the worst

Yet the ooint of View continued to shift subtly in the direction

of greater public responsibility.

64

If a moral judgment seemed implicit in

,,,..--- ---·-...

~p± Bot Gh,11913, no. 1,24-38;'\ter. 111:so_.l.9-Q.9 1 op. 32?-23) Hart,
Child Welfare, p. 124; "LaFollette-Peters Eight-hour Bill Enacted into Law,"
Survey, XXXI, 7 MPr lL, p. 689; H Loe 1461, 62J, JS, 8 Apr 13, Ser 646o;
Times, 15 Nov 15.
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the colll!l'ent of the suoerintendent of the Gospel 1-'ission in the l11te winter
of 19llt t h11t Most of W;,shine;ton's 15,ooo uneMployed men were "deserving,"
chPrit11ble-minded citizens were too concerned with the b11sic fsct of want
to consider moral criteriP.

....

The Chamber of Commerce urged

Pn

immedi11te

stsrt on 1111 public works for which there wers appropriations in order to
reduce unemployment; Nae the Di.strict co=issioners agreed.

While severe

weather keot the building trades idle, Walter Ufford of the Asi,ociated
Charities wrote 3000 letters to householders who might have jobs to offer,
but he rem11rked:

"What Washington really needs is an employment bureau

under Government nuspices, without the tinge of charity 1165
0

Ufford went much further, for he advocated old age,sickness, accident
and unemployment insurance for 1111 wiige earners i,nrl m:nimum pi,y of :112.00
A

dE>;)'

fo-.. co!!IMon laborers at :, time when fl.50 to ~l. 75

despite findings th11t f720
of five.

P

yPar was below

1>

WR!'

stPnrlard

subsistence wi,ge for a family

Ufford's thinking fpr outran thpt of most of his associates and

indeed would have little impact until the 1930's.

The Jssociated Charities

itself continued to 2ppr0Pch its every case as one independent of all others,
a finger in the dyke method of work which left little energy or time to
plPn far- reaching social reconstruction. 66

In early 1916 ~enator Nolan of

Ci,lifornia, in response to a flood of oetitions from government clerks,

6 5 Times, 21 Jan 11, 13 Feb 13, 16, 22, 31 Dec lL, 12 Jan, 18 Nov,>-

•

15, 23 May 16; ~ts B of Ch, 1914, p. 393, 1915, pl3L7, 1916, op. 265-66;
A ~ Rpt, 1915, pp. L, 13, 1916, p~. 9- 10.
66

S Doc L2'.', 61c, 2S, 11 M:ar 10, Ser 5658; HP.pt 825, 61s, 2S, 2u
M:>r 10, Ser 5592; LQ,3:p~, 1913, p. 7, 1916, on. 7 .9. Sep also Times,
19 Nov 13, 17 J;,n, ?L Feb 14, 29 Jan, 7 Lee 16.
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introduced a hill setting

P

mjnimu:m opy rPte of ~3

P.

dp~ for Pll federal

:ind T::istrict government employees, but as hPlf the forty-odd thous:>nd were
then ePrning less Pnd

P

fourth of them less thPn f750

seemed unthinkPbly extravPgPnt, particulPTly
normPl dPy in government offices.

...

PS

P

year, the proposal

seven hours constituted the

The bill got no more attention than the

repeated pleas of government clerks for a oension system.
influential

vi Pshingtonians, like

By and large,

members of Congress, still helieved laws

of supply and demand must rerulate wage rates,

Though anxious to wipe out

unemoloyment, that threat to community stability, few people, trade
unionists included, thought legislation necessary to set economic matters
right. 67
Although pensions and :,.aws of a kind a later generation would consider
essentiPl to soci:>l security seemed in 1912 rPdical nonsense to most of a
nation which still thought its poorest citizens protected by the right to
homestead on the oublic domain, the immediate actualities of life in
America's big cities confronted humane citizens with a single alternative:
they must enlarge their efforts to help the needy.
saw the situ,1tion :.s

Pn

If no one in Wasrington

either Q!, nevertheless oublic Pnd orivate chPrity

gradually widened to nPrrow one hy one the gaps in services.

Private

giving emibled two new homes for the aged to open, one of them sponsored
by colored oeople.

..,.

As chPrity reached out to the chronically ill, the Home

------67 Rpts B of Ch, 1902, pp. 207-08, 1916, p, 24h; see petitions and
ltrs in folder 326, file L843, Ser VIB, Woodrow Wilson mss; Times, 9 tpr 11,
30/lpr 13, 17 Jpnlu, 29 Jan,10, 26Feb, 1, 17, 20, 22~lar, 16Apr, 25Nov,
7 nee 16.

for Incur11bles CPme to occupy

P

far l;,,rger >pli>ce Pmong the city's ohili>n-

thronies thnn fonnerly 11nd, under the leadership of l'rs. ArchihPld Hopkins,
a close friend of Mrs. ;.Joodrow Wilson, the project evoked wide local
68
interest.
The long debated question of a municipal hospital in turn
appe?red to be settled in 19liJ by a congression11l appropriation for plans
for
•

P

new building in northwest Washington.

orooerty~ownera to having

P

But the hitter opnosition of

"pauper" hospit;:il in their neighborhood caused

delays which threatened to kill the project forever.

Not until January

1917, after a change of loc;:ition back to the old lsylum grounds on the
Anacostia rnd P politically Pdroit proposal of District Co111l"iasioner Brownlow

to name the institution for the fonner chairm;,n of the Senate Dist!'i.ct
committee, WPS the building of Gallinger Hosoit?l ensured 69
0

r.espite lingering doubts about the morPlity of heloing fallen women,
the missions for unmPrried mothers i>lso enlisted morP generous support,
perhaps partly becpuse of P dramatic incident in 1911.i.

Sentiment had long

been mounting to force the closing of the ho111Jes of ill fame in the triangle
below Pennsylvania avenue near the Treasury.

Known as "Joe Hooker's

Division" since Civil War days when General Hooker's determination to keep
prostitution within hounds had led to a semi• official demarcation of a few
squares Plong the Avenue, the red light district had sorePd until in 1913,
according to outraged woman suffragists who investigPted, it stretched from
within two blocks of the White House to the edge of Capitol Hill.

Open

68 Bee, 10 Apr 15; Rpt B of Ch, 1916, PP• 225, 27.

t
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operation of the houses in the Division not only affronted the sensibilities of respectable citizens but advertised the city's vicious aspects to
every tourist in Washington.

In Janu;,ry 1914 Congress oassed the so- called

red light bill, but President Wilson refused to sign it until some provision
was mPde to care for the prostitutes. Women of the Plorence Crittendon
mission thereupon undertook the task, the bill became law, and unmarried
nothers got more sympathetic help 70
0

The new importance of women in the "civic uplift" movement was well

0 ,

illustrated in the battle c1gainst the Division.

"Suffragettes" headed that

drive, but through the non-political activities of the Woman's Welfare
Department of the National Civic League anti=s1u'fragists and women without
political convictions also began to emerge as leaders in various fields
of community welfare.

Women had long been the chief proponents of prohi-

bition. ~'hether or not they were primarily responsible for the intensification of the anti-saloon campaign in the years immediately preceding
World Wpr I, they took an active oart in the fight, oarticularly after
discovering that the District Fxcise Board, established by lc!W in 1909 to
ti<>.

supervise and limitAliquor traffic, had failed to wioe out the evils
71
llttributed to the SPloon 0
\·1hereaf' men had formerly mllde the policy
decisions llnd controlled the nurse strings of the city's charities, after
1912 women increasingly took things into their own hands.

In 1913 one woman

70 Washington Herald, 21 Nay 07; "Washington I s Red Light District
Attacked," Survey, XXXI, 20 Dec 13, p. 314; Times, 28, 31 Jan lu. ~ee
also ch. VII, p. 3u2.
71 Star, 15 Feb 12; Times, 2 Jul 14, 16 Feb 16; S Rpt 391, 63c, 2s,
30 Mar 14, Ser 6552; S r..oc 981, 63c, 3S, l, Mar 15, ~er 6775.

L2
wrote of the war against alley dwelling:

"Never before have the women of

the capital risen in a body"; the victory w;,s theirs.
appetite. 72

Success whetted the

In Washington, unlike most other big cities, women's clubs were not
the mainstay of volunteer social service,

In spite of the elaborate plans

of the now all but defunct Wimodaughsi5and the programs of the National
Profe~sional Women's League, the Woman's Suffrage League and the District
Federation of Women•~ Clubs, in Washington the "club woman" was a relatively
inconspicuous figure.

In Chicago to be president of the Woman I s Club was

to hold an eaft>rly sought-after oosition of 001s'l!!ro Wpshington had no
comparable org:>nization,

Of her unusually l1>rge number of single women,

many were self-supporting; for them club life as such was more a matter of
sociability than of public service.

Women not obliged to e1>rn their own

living might join afternoon bridge clubs or literary discussion groups
but they carried on their civic activities through the churches and work
with organized ch2rities 73
0

Yet few cities had so large a group of prominent women pouring their
energies into social betterment,

In mtny parts of ftmerica women with leisure

at their disposal would not learn much about community service until war
work drew them into it. Here the sense of obligation came much earlier,
doubtless partly through the skillful appeals of Charles Weller of the
Associ2ted Chan ties and lPter through the example set by women with the
.:

social prestige of a Mrs. Hopkins, a Mabel T, Boardman, a 1-'.rs, Henry ~iacfarland

72 Edith FlmPr Wood, "l'our Washington /lleys," ~urvey, XXXI, 6 Dec
182.
13, P•
11 "J'~l4;
73 Time~ 3 Nov
Tm.rteenth Census, 1910, "opulation,

01,(

L3
t>nd, above i>ll, }rs. 'Woodrow Wilson. "While Dolly 'lfadison find Frances
Folsom Cleveland e;,ct, in her dl'!y h:>d n;,rticipated in Wl'!shington' !' chl'lrities,
neither First Lady hPrl pll'lyec so direct:> pi>rt i>s Mrs, Wilson Pnd neither
hl'ld occupied the White House in

l'I

neriod when sociPl guilt rl'ln strong in

the uoper rPnks of Americi>n society,

Miss Boa~dman, after serving on

President Roosevelt's Homes Commission, undertook

PS

a director of the

J,istrict chapter of the American Red Cross to teach Washington debutantes
that their privileged pll'lce in the world put upon them a debt to society
which they could best pay by personal service in worthy causes. Mrs.
Hopkins 1>nd Mrs. Macfarland similarly inaicated by precept and deed that
fo~ women the one justification for unearned wealth pnd leisure lay in good
works.

Debutl'lntes quickly lePrned that they could combine charitable

activities with the gl'lieties of the social season and indeed, after the
Washington Junior League came into being in 191L,

P

disciplined pursuit of

the former was likely to enhance the latter, especially for the young
women of slightly insecure social background 0 7Jn

The heightened interest in hei>utifying the city and in bettering
social conditi ons was by no means a phenomenon peculiar to Washington.
tho contrary, it wes country-wide.

On

For as Americt>ns awoke in the mid-1890's

to the realization that the United States was no longer overwhelmingly rural
and thi>t urban problems required solutions different from those offered by
,

homesteading in the land of free opportunity, city- dwellers from coast to
coast, sourred on by the muckrakers and oreachers of the social gospel,
early in the 20th century set themselves to find an answer.
73a Times, 10 fep 1Lp

They rarely

LL
questioned their capacity to reach it.

Their wish to have the national

capital? model met with some response in Congress and strengthened the
local movement.

But its grow,;h in the District of Columbia was indigenous

?nd in some particulars antedated that in other municipalities.

The belief

of Americans elsewhere that W;,shingtonians had little or nothing to

do

with the starting and carrying on the City Beautiful and welfare projects
in the capital was as widespread as it was unjust.
serious consequences for the local oollll!lunity.

Later it would have

Before the entry of the

United States into the world war, however, Washington's ci vie leaders con
sistently displayed a m;,gnificent faith that they could overoome every
difficulty. Who took the credit was unimportant.

In 1916 District r,om-

misi:ioner Oliver Newman told the Monday Evening Club that Washingtonians
had a wider interest in col!mlunity affairs than he had seen in any of the
other nine cities where he had lived. 74 With a highly developed civic
conscience, a cleaner munici])li.l government then other cities enjoyed and
far fewer class conflicts between capital and labor than those of industrial centers, Washington appeared to have a long headstart on achieving
her ideal. Here the optimism that chpracterized reformers everywhere in
the America of the period was especially marked.

If naive and somewhat

shallow, it nevertheless suffused the city with<> golden warmth of hope.

74 Times, 18 Jan 16.

CflfPTER XVII
BUSINES!" ft IM0 J' ND RFLPTIONS WITH CONGRF.SS

Oh, my sister cities of the land, h11rken to me • . , • Young and
s·~rong, fpir of body, cle1>n of mind, I h,•ve kept our f:>ith. I live
11nd grow, in be11uty i>nd ocwer, in the strPngth of the soirit that
m:>kes for good. My feet .=,rp set ln the onth th11t le.=,ds, my hands
pluck flowers by the WflY, my eyes leave not the shining star th.=,t is
my guide, •• ,
Now h.=,rken, my sisters, to what I will do. • • • I flm young • • •
but also I am the Caoit11l end blood kin to our Mecc11 of the E11st 0
Day by day, year by ye:>r, century by century, I will grow, • , , It
shall be llrine, by the ex11mple thet I Leach, to put order in thy houses,
where disorder now reigns, It shall be mint! to teflch thee cle:>nliness
of body find of mind, end honesty and I.he P!Ur,icipi,l f11ith. It shall
be mine to tei,ch thee the meaning Pnd show thee the foul of the beauty
th/ft lies within 11nd the heauty th.-t snines llithout 0

So the Evening Star in 1908 oortreyed W<>shington 1 ,, p;,st <>nd future.

In

somewhet less bomb1>stic li>ngu.=,ge oresidents of the Board of Trade voiced
simil11r comol:>cency; their occasional remindurs th11t no one must rest on
his oars scercely interrupted the flow of self-congr;r'.ul11tion over "the
grandeur of our city. 112

In addition to a "dolightful c).imate," a magnifi-

cent physical lc1yout, an anple supply of pur ~ w11ter, effi ~ient locai].
government and moderate taxation, Washington offered "super'l col!\IT'ercial :>nd
manuf.=,ctural prob1>bilities 11 11nd e:xception'i,l educational advan'.ages through
her universities, public i,nd private schoolo, 11rt galleries and l.ibraries. 3

1 Star, 1 JP.n 09.

1

2 Anl Rpts ~ of Tr, 1905, P• 5, 1906, }', 37, 1910, pp. 13-14, 191~,
po. 5,6, 1913, pp. 33-44.

3 Ibid., 1907, PP•
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Fven an experienced former, l)istrict comnis!'ioner believed her blemishes
few:

"Is it Pny wonder," Henry West Psk11d rhetorically in 1913, "that

during recent years there should hi>ve been ,,ttri>cted to W;,shin?ton a most
desir11ble cli>ss of residents--oeople who hPve acquired a comi:,etence in
co~mercii>l centers and who are glad to live in~ city which is attractive
11nd well kept, where the society is cosmopolit,,n, where peace ;,nd order
reign with freedom from political disturbance, anc where the constant march
of progress is uncheckedi"4
Real e!'tate and its ally, banking, continued tt· be the mainstay of
W;,shington's business world.

Land prices rose steadily,

Whil e row houses

went uo in the vicinity of Lincoln Park :>nd in nt. Pleasa,,t, api>rtment
houses ;,dapted to families who could afford only one servan\ multiplied in
more central areas, 11nd the e:i,oanding "millionaire colony" ar,,,md and about
DuPont and Sherid11n circles, the newspapers reported, was makint, the "City
of Magnificent Distances" also the "Home of Pali>tial Mansions. 11 wdl StreE't
depressions had little effect upon banking or building oper11tions in ~he
District; Washington rei>l estate, on the contri>ry, attr11cted outside ca1>.ti>l.
One realtor averred th8t Washington in 1907 w;,s growing fi>ster in t wo monti.-;

th;,n she hPd in twelve during the 1890 1 s.

As office buildings and stores

took over the !!!'ea immedii>tely to the north and east of the Treasury, rei>l
estate brokers developed new residential sections along upper 16t h street,
about G'hevy Chase circle, and1 for people of very modest means, along the

h S Doc 420, 63c, 2S, 13 Feb 14, p. 11, Ser 6593.
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eastward extension of Rhode Island avenue. 5 Uneaf'ine:>s about the attitude
of the new administration in 1913 and then the outbre@k of war in Europe
lessened the volume of tr@nsactions, hut prices did not fall and during
1915 l'!partment house building in Washington l'lgain accelerated 6
0

~uburban expanfion, though hampered for a time by lack of sewers and
alwl!YS by costly street paving assessments, the Bee rd of Trade declared
"ohenomem,1."

Buil t-up blocks interspersed with an ever diminishing number

of vacant lots stretched for a mile or more north of Florida avenue by 1907,
making the formal city limits a limit only in name.

Prophesief' ran that

before 1917 Washing·ton I s suburbs would reach into nearby Maryli>ndo

lnd

indeed in 1910 the pi>rts of the District outside Wash5 ngton Pnd Georgetown
contPined a quarter of its total population.

Trollev lines pa~sing over

the ~ueduct bridge meanwhile hastened the growth of Roslyn on the Virginia
shore and inspired so many real estate ventures there that in 1909 District
Commissioner Henry Macfarland argued that protection of the capital would
soon force the Supreme Court to pas~ upon federal reannexation of the southern
third of the original ten-mile square.

Since Washington would need that area

for factories and homes for her poor, he believed the Court would find in
the Tlistrict•s favor.

The quest'on never got beyond vague talk among

Washington promoters, -'ll1d hy 1921 With the creation of Arli ngton Count y the
region would be too valuable to the Comrtonweal th of Virginia to allow room
for hope in the District that its bounds could again reach beyond the

5 Post, 6 Apr, 29 Jun 02, 23 Jan, 6 MPr, 9 Aor ob, 2h Jun 10, 2~ May
13; Star,l()Jan, 30 Mar, 5 f'eu 03, 26 Mar, 11 Jun, 2 nee 05, 1 Jan 08, l
Jpn,~MpY 09, 1 Jan 11; Times, 9 Jun, 13 Oct, 3 Nov, 18 Dec 07, 9 Feb,
3 M~t' 9 /'ug, 2? Nov 08, 9 }1ar 11; Anl Rpts ~ of Tr, 1908, p. :>3, 1910, pp.
13-.w.
6 f't,,r , l Jan ll,, l Ji,n 15, l .Jan 16; Ti~, 28 Feb 13, 18 Jun 15;
Gomrs Rpt, 1915, Po So, ~er 7071.

Potomac. 7
Building Pnd loan associations financed most small householders'
home-building, while the city's big national banks handled larger enterprises-entire suburban sub.-divisions, new office buildings, the utility interests
and the like.

Surprisingly enough in a city not primarily commercial in

character, b81'lking was extremely profitable.

The Riggs National Bank

ranked as one of the most oowerful in the country, powerful enough indeed
to risk defiance of the United States TreasurF in 1915 when the Controller
of the Currency, John Skelton Williams, invoked the 11uthority of the new
Federal Reserve act to stop the improper practices which he charged the
bank's officers of resorting to.

Charles Glover, the hank oresident, was

so incensed at what he labelled Williams' personal vindictiveness and misrepresentations thc1t he hit the controller on thf> head with a walking stick
when the two met by chance in LPfayette square.

Glover, who three years

before had struck a congressman for calling his veracity into question, was
again s\lllU'lloned before Congress to meke public apology, but the eoisode, once
the courts had declared the bank's action legal, heightened rather than
lowered the Riggs' stature in Pmerican financial circles.

And insofar as

the administration's camoaign to weakFn Wall Street's stranglehold on Amertcan
business was successful, ell Washi~ton 1 s hig banks benefitted.8

7 Anl Rots ~ of Tr, 1903, o. 16, 1912, n. 17; Comrs Rpts, 1906, p. 111,
Ser 5126, 1912, p. 57; 8er 6!16l.t; Tim~, 9 Jun 07; Rec, 59G, 2s, I ~ , p. 267;fi.
B. F. Hacfarlc>nd, "The Rebuilding of the National Ca..,ital, "American c ty,
I, Sep 09, op. 11-12; Star, 1 May 09, 1 J;,n 12; ~ . 13 Mar 10; S Doc 89,
6l.tc, lS, 7 Jul 16, Serb95l.t; Thl:_rteenth u.s. Census, 1910, Pooulation, II, 29l.t-95.
8 Interview, Louis Brownlow, 6 Mar 59; "The Riggs Rank Row," Literary
I:igest, L, 24 Apr 15, pp. 939-!iO; "The Riggs B1-nk Ca~e," Outlook, CIX, 28 /pr 15,
oo.~3-54; "John f'kelton Willi;,mi,: the Center of the Latest Cyclone Gathering
in 1·!a,hington, 11 Current Opinion, LVIII, Jun 15, no. 399.. 400:J, :"t r, 1 Jan 12;
Po~ 25 Jim 13; Times, 3 Nov 07, 23 M:iy 13, 5 fug 1I,, 11 Oct 1 0

4

5

L9
In soite of virtually unbroken orosperity and? growth that brought
the fr.i.strict I s oopul?tion to ove!' 367,000 in 1910, a part of the business
col!l!lunity urged as insur?nce .fo;• the future
industry,

ll

renewed drive to /lttract

The Chamber of Com•erce, founded by small business interPsts in

1907, wes the chief advocat? of the ol;:,n which its members contended would
reduce seasoni>l unemoloym(•nt
American business world,

:md

give Wa::rington her oroper olace in the

They lost no opportunity to advertise her poten-

ti1>lities for mllnufac;uring. 9

(SeP. TPble IT).

On

the other hPnd, the

Board of Tr,ide, re;.-•.tors, and hankers committed to developing thP city as
a show ol;:,ce ;:,n~ ,•esidential centP.r tP.nded to shy pw;:,y from the orooosal.
If they did no~ call it "suicidal," they knew it would ;,ntPgonize Congress
and aoparen; ly feared th1>t industrial competition with other Americ:on cities,
in the wO':ds of

?

writer for ~Jeri bner I s M;,g;,zine) would cost "the sooiled

child .>f the reouhlic" the fiivors she enjoyed.

By 1915, to be sure, the

sqi•~Pze caused by rising orices in a community where fixed incomes were
~he rule led the oresident of the Board of Trade to suggest that factories
in the suburbs might furnish the new revenue the District badly needed, but
he ;:,dmitted that the Great F'alls, the one ready source of oower, could not
supply much, particularly as C,ongress had not acted on;, bill of 191L to
harness the power then going to waste at the Falls. 10
•

.

,

9 Anl Rpt ~ of Tr, 190?, np. 39-L6; Post, 7 Jul oi<;~ Herald, lL May
07; Times, 29 Juh, 25 Aug, 10 Nov 07, 1, 23 Jan 11; "H?de in Washington,"
H1>rper'_!! Weekly, LVI, 15 Jun 12, D, 30.
lO Pnl Rnts ~ of Tr, 1905, o. 50, 1910, pp. 10-11, 1915, pp. 7-8;
Montgomery Schuyler, "The New Washington," Scribner's Magazine, LI, Feb 1912,
op. 131- 32; Times, 28 Jan 11, 9 Jpn lL; Fiscal Relatjops, o, 25, Ser 6915.
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All businessmen, howeve,.., ilpproved the idee of expanding Washington's
commerce by inproving railroad freight service, building with federal subsidies a ohipping cMal from the Anacostia to Ches..-peake Bay Pnd making the
capital the national convention city, a goal to be achieved by providing a
huge auditoriUJ11,

None of these proposals, most of them bolstered by argUJ11ents

familiar from the 184o•s omrard, produced results.

If lflrge enough, the

auditorium, the Chamber of Coirmerce estimated, would hring f1n,ooo,ooo
annually to Washington; District businessnen need out in only a quarter
million dollars, leaving a National GeorgE> Washington Memorial /'ssociation
to raise another two and a quarter million, to erect a h;,11 in which every
hig netionPl and intE'rnationfll organization in the United States would want
to convene; the local businesf community would net at leai,t L') oer cent on
its investment.

The f250,()()0 from the Diotrict WflS not forthcoming, Pnd not

until the 1950'f when a plfln to establish a "Washington Cultural 8enter"
shiftE>d the emphasis did the century- old dream hegin to look realizflble, ll
Yet yearly the flood of visitors ready to spend money in the canital rose
as the fame of thP architectural beauties ;,nd historical interest of the
nPtional city spread.

By 1908 Washingtonians were learning to recogni ze

the arrival of soring less by the appearance of robins than by the fleet
of sight-seeing buses manned by megaphoned guides which lined up on the
Hill and about the White House, and by 1916, next to government business
and real estate, the tourist trade ranked as Washington's .chief financial
asset. 12
11 ~tar 2 Jan OS, 1 J~n 09, 28 Feb 12; Anl Rpts B of Tr, 1905,
'"jt) .
10-12,T.'114, 1907, pp, 150-53, 1908, p. W, 1910,-pii:" 13-14, 31, 92•
98, 1912, p. 8; Times, 17 Jun 08, 22 Jan 09, 19 lfar 11.
12 George Fitch, ''SeE>ing Washingt0n through ;, l!!eg;,nhonE>, 11 Ledies
~ JournPl, /'ug 1907, p. 2?; Times, 15 Sep 15j ~ 2. M;D1.
1
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The Board of Trade mea~while had ceased to occupy the position of
enlightened leadership it had held in 1901.

Differences of opinion about

what Washington should strive for contributed to the splitting off of the
Chamber of Gommerce in 1907, hut, although exolicit statements are few, the
irritation of small businessmen at what they thought the high-handedness of
the little coterie that set Board of Trade oolicies clearly counted more
heavily than disagrePment with any soecific pronouncemPnt of the older
orgenization.

When its president in 1903 declared thPt once a Board com-

mittee, the Board's directors and the full Board endorsed any oroposal it
immediately COl'!.manded "oublic attention, oublic respect and the supoort of
all good citizens" as well as serious consideration in ::Ongress, he overstated the case very slightly.
welfare of the city

PF

Thereafter

P

growing tendency to regard the

identical with that of the thin too layer of society

gradually stripped the Board of Trade of its former representative quality.
For more than fifteen years its guiding lights alJl'lost without exception had
served also as trustees of local philanthropies; most of the younger generation of Boord directors did not.

Doubtle,s the increasing professionalism

of social welfare work accounted for much of that change, but it had the
effect of divorcing Board policy-makers from close association with the
sociPl betterment leaders.

Nor did the citizens' associations f ill the

gao; more fully than in the 1890 1 s they concentrated upon their own
neighborhood oroblems to the exclusion of city- wide concenns.

-

By 1911 the Times, Washington's neerest aooroach to s left -wing paper,
observed thPt the Chamber of Commerce "renresents the most adv~nced and most
progressive thought of the community.

I t stands for the interests of the
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people of Washington. 1113 It studied <'Ind m,ide recommendPtions on questions
t he Bo<'rd of Tr<'lde now bypassed--utility rates, milk insoection Pnd similar
ma~ters imoorti,nt to the rPnk i,nd file of humble citizens,

Unhappily,

perhaps becPuse business counsels were now divided, the Chamber carried less
weight than its parent org:inizPtion had once.

Some men belonged to both

bodies; Pfter 1907 neither organization included Pny colored men.

Even

while it wa~ losi ng Members, the Foard of Trade never admitted that it no
longer snoke for the city DF a whole,

SuccesFful CPmpaigns to recruit

new members evidently lPid to rest any doubts of the directors that they
knew best what Wa~hington needed.

They devoted their efforts to city finances

Pnd the orotection of the "half-and-half" ori nc:.ple from congressional

inroads.

Ind the bo·rd of directors, composed of men linked with the great

real estate compPnies, the big banks and the utilities, continued to
exercise enormous influence, particularly as long aF a group in Congress
looked uoon investment in Washington ::ts a sure road to fortune.

That as

late as 1915 some congressmen still held that view emerges in the comment
of a representPtive who in congratulPting

a

newly aooointed District com-

missioner at>sured him he should wind up his term in the District building
with at least $1,000,000. 14
The Boa~d of Trade would certainly hPve scoffed at the notion that

13 Times, 8 Jan 11.
1
4 Anl ~ts B of Tr, 1?02-1916 inclusive, especi:illy 1903, p. 6, 1905,
po, 18-19, 190, pp; 10,20, 1910, 2?-23, 40, 1913, pp. 35, 1916, pp 37, 9b- 96;
Times, 17, 30 Jan, l? Feb, 9 Pug 08, 12, 26 Jan, 15 Har, 12 Ppr, 26 May 11,
17 Dec 13, l Jan 14; Star, 2 Dec 09, l Jan 12; interviews with Louis Brownlow
lP Nov 58, 17 Apr 59.
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anyone wanted the nost of Di.strict commissioner for the fi.n;,ncipl benefits
it Might bring; it

WP!'

11 position of prestige ;,n0 honor.

ts Pn incumbent

might, however, affect the course of ~ashington's development the inner
circle of the Bo;,rd of Trade, familiar ;,sit felt itself to be with the
city's problems, expected to n11me the civili~ns whom the President would
appoint,

President P.ooscvelt was not wholly ;,menable to that !'rrangement,

He ;,o,-,e;,red to listen, but he kept in office the former journalist Henry
} 1acf;,rl1md

whoM one Washingtonian later described as "a nice piece of

bric-a-brac, 1115 11nrl uoon John Rosc 1 s de!'th in the sUJ11rer of 1902 the President
ignored all objections to the aopointment of mother newspPoermPn,
Theodore Noyes wrote the Pr!'sident:

Plthough

11 It is not in hum?n nature that the

Stpr should view with ;,ny conrolacency the Pppointment to local Municipal
control of the pmoloyee Pnd reoresentPtive of

a

rivPl newsoaoer of deMo-

cratic proclivities," Henry West was sworn in as comMissioner in October.

16

During his sevi>n years in office West while f~equently disagreeing with
l'acfarl:,nd nevertheless served the city well.
The two colorless individuals whom Taft appointed in January 1910
were more to the liking of the Board of TrAde, but satisfaction turned to
alarm in 1913 when Woodrow Wilson selected two former officers of the Monday
Fvening Club, Oliver Newman, an experienced newspaper correspondent, and
Frederick L, Siddons of the District bar.

Admittedly swayed by a judgment

confided to him tn;,t the tiiot:rict government had been II controlled by men

15 Ltr, D, H• MacLedan to Albert Burleson, 3 Apr 13, File 8uf,
Wilson ms!' (1.:;.).
16 Ltrs, Henry Cabot Lodge to President Roosevelt, 30 Jul 02,
Theodore \·!. Noyes to Roosevi>lt, 11 Aug, Crosby Noyes to P.oosevelt 15 Aug,
and ffark Hann!' to Roosevelt, 20 Pug .0?, Theodore lloosevelt !llSS (L, C,).
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with connectior.s in specult>tive real estate,
power mPnned

hy

P

R

triPngle of profit and

triumvirPte, 11 the President had miade cle;,r that he wanted

no commissioner tied to the locPl real estate "ring. 1117

In the eyes of

powerful business interests in Weshington both men nPmed were tiainted with
rPdicPlism.

Resentment rPn so strong smong the old gui'rd thPt one of the

rroup hrourht a suit contesting the leg;,lity of Newman's ;,ppointment on
the grounds of his not being a bona fide resident of the District; the
plaintiff lost. 18 }not.her blow awaited the former kingmPkers in 1915.
President Wilson, hPving elevated Siddons to the District Supreme Court,
chose

PS

his successor Louis flrownlow, a thirty-five-year old correspondent

for a Wi,shineton news syndicc1te.
nized from coast to coast
in Americ11.

RS

In time to come "Brownie" would be recog-

the foremost authority on public administration

In 1915 he was !mown in Washington as? competent reporter,

a friend of muckrakers like Robert Wickliffe Woolley and, doubtless source
of soecial une11siness to ultra-conservatives, a son-,in-law of Congressman
Thetus Sims, the old warrior who as a member of the House District Committee
had for years fought Sp('CiPl privilege in the District. 19
Fortunately each of the seven civiliPn commissioners in turn was
conscientious, Pnd the engineer commissioners who worked with them set a

1 7 Quoted in Herbert Janvrin Browne, Assessment and Taxation in the
Di~trict of ColumhiP, ;,nd the Fiscel Reletion to !h~ Federel Government;-1915, p. t'i (hereafter cited as Browne, Assessment ••• in o.c.); Post,
28 Jan 13.
18 Star, 13, 1~, 18 Nov 09; -i'nterview with Louis Brownlow, 18 Nov 58;
Post, 7 Jan 10; Times, 11, ll1 Nov 09, 2? Jen, 27 Jun, 5, 6 Jul 13, 15 Jul,
22 Oct 14, 21 Jun 15; memorendum for Edward C, Becherer, Mar-M11Y 13, and
ltrs, F'lijPh Knott to Woodrow \,ilson, 19 Mpy 13, File 84A, Wilson mss (L.C.).
l9 Times, 15 Jun 08, 20, 31 Jan 15; Brownlow, !_ Ppi,s~
Anonymity, po. 1.-12.

f2!:.
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high :.·ecoi•d of efficiency.
\ll1lJll:'<':im•tive

I:f West wzs e,·s;r- 5oing tnd Rudolph and Johnston

mo intelleC\lUE<lly t:imici, those sho!'tcomings were more than

offset, hy the qualities of Mpcfarlend, Siddons, Newman and Brownlow.

All

told, the successive boards of commissioners during the fifteen years preceding the United States' entry into the war achieved a standard of public
service no·t eg2in equ:;illed in the District until the 1950' s.
The job

WPS

no sinecure.

Ideally it meant maintaining and improving

the appearance of the cc1pi·t11l, the m•tional show pl?ce, and simult;,neously
meeting the cow~unity's lesF immediately visible needs out of the funds
Cor1P'ess was willing to appropriate,

It meant b3lancing the wan-ts of one

section of the city or one group of citizens against those of another and
providing for intangibles, such es an enl;,rged public health service end
better police p:,•o·i;ection, wit.'lout curtailing public uorks like opening new
parks and building new bridges.

And always it meant, after the adminis~

trators had mapped out what they considered the wisest allotment of money,
a struggle to persuade the House Subcorunit·~ee on ftporopriations for the
Dist-ict thnt the figure for each item in the oroposed budget was justified.
The finPl decision never l;,y with the commissioners,

The p'rohibition on

borrowing created in itself a never-ending quandary, even during the period
when Congress sanctioned an e,asion by authorizing the United States Treasury
to advance the Dl1>trict money ;,t interest fo·r enlargemPnt of the water distribution system, construction of the sewage numning station Pnd s~ilar
eicpensive orojec'~s.

The lis·i of public works the COllllUs!:'ioners considered

urgent in 1909 Md the estimated cost o~ e~ch suggests the dimensions of
the problem of meeting such needs out of current income:
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Pro,ject

=-

Cost

Reclar.m'~ion of the J'.nacos•~ie fl,r~s,
a measure vital to the city's hei>lth
Improvement of Rock creek valley from its mouth
to 1'.r,ssachusetts avenue, most of the stretch
still i:in unsightly and insanitary dumping gro1md
Impl·ovement o" the hi:irl-or i'ront
Purchvse of additional lPnd for pa~ks
NC'w buildings for the reformatory !!nd workhouse
Installatjon of a high-pressure fire
protPction system
'Pxtension of suburban trunk se;rers, a project
to be spread out over ).2 years
Extend.on of t"llnl<: wi:iter ru>ins to the suburbs
Fnlflrgement of public hospit;el facilities
Elimin:ition of d:ingProus l'ailroad grade
crossings outside the city limits

~-2, 552,320

th, 750,ooo
t2, 88o,ooo

f5,00'l , OOO
l''.1,000, 000
i,

750,ooo

r2,000,ooo
$

8oo,ooo

f

150,000

f

lioo, 00020

The total of some $20,282,GJO, even if sprei:id over sever:,l years, would
lePve nothing over for new kinds of se:rvices,let alone the expansion of
old ,in:, rllpidly growing city w~ose local revenues had never r eached
f7,000,000.

About twelve of the .twenty million requested could be classed

as eimed at embellishments rather than essentials.

Then and later some

memhers of Cong,·ess, like m11z~; Washingtoni:>ns, preferred less emphasis on
stone and mortar or remote expanses of parkland and ~ore on higher salaries
for school teachers, on emoloyment of school nurses and dentists, more
sanitary inspectors and more staff for the Bo.,rd of Children ' s Guprdians,

...
.:

:, bigger better pPid police force vnd all the administrative machinery needed
in~ complex urban ~ocicty. 21 But critics on the floor of Congress rarely

20 Comrs Rpt, 1909, pp.

21

57-58, Ser 5809 •

Max West, "Room for Iriprovement, 11 Out~, LXXIX, 11 Mar

o5,

pp.

625-26; H.B.F. Macfarl:-nd "The lieeds of the Netional Capital," Outlook,

LXXXIII, 30 June 06, np. $111-?l; Ster, 6 Dec 09, 15 Feb, ?L Aug 12; Times,
29 Nov 11; ~urvey, XXVII, 2 Jan l?, n, 1591; f' Loe L??, 61::;, 2S, 11 lfar
10, p. 19, Ser 5658; Fisc"l 'l.eletl.ons, p. lii', Ser 6915.
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succeeded in :-edistr5.bu'~ing fun:ls in 'the 'istrict budget es it c01ne from
coJ11l11itte('; at rr.or-t they cut the overall figure.
Sen?te insisted unon restoration o

Fxceot insofar as the

come -,f the r:UJ11:: o;,red by the House,

the !'Wke-up of the House subcorr itter dete:r:rined wh:it the corrnissioners
could 3Pend ..-,ncl -!:or what ourpose.
In f!)ite of repeated chFrges that leadjng members of the House /lnd
S('nate District corrmittees end the subco,·,mittee on eo~ropri;,tj ons constituted "the olunderers of Weshir.gton, 11 tha commissioners' prograns before
1910 got fuller support from Ccngress than did their successors, for plnns
for the beautification of the capital aroused the interest of congressional
constituents ancl the laws enacted to promote social betterment involved
relatively little money.

ffacfi>rland ;ind West and the three engineer com-

missioners of their time, while disapnoint.ed c1t obt.1>ining year after year
only o~r~ of the stuns they aFked for, managed to run the city reason1>bly
efficiently and encountered lit,tle hostility in the "city council. 1122
Indeed ~s long es

.....,.,1.~
2n

Arthur Corman in the Senate,

of the Houoe committee f-rom 1895 to

19'1 I, 1>nd

f!

a

s~s.,:A

Joseph Babcoclcl\ chairm,ti

nozen col'll'li ttee 11temhers

had financial in-.:,er<>sts in \'!;.Fhington, person;,l concern for her orosperity
;1ould plead her cause; i>nd stories never denied told of Gorman I s making a
~l,000,000 ;,nd Babcock's making $h00,000 in Washington real estate and
utility stocks simply by using their advtince knowledge of 1-mich sections
of the c_ity were to get funds.for improvements and what privileges were to
be allowad ·the utility com~anics. 23

.~t a time 1·1hen _senators were buying

22 Anl Rpts !! of Tr, 1906, P• 20, 1908,

Po

28, 1909, P• 3h.

2 3 llobert. Wickliffe 'looley, "The-Plunderere of Washing·ton, 11
P~~ol''_!'. ?fogaz],ne, XX.II, Nov 119, pp. 631-35: Times_, 18 Jan 08; .Star,/(),1'-0;l\~
~3C, 2E, 9 M:,r lU, p. h536.
j_ ~

~

'
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thei::• sea',;s from st,ite J.egisl;,~urcs, the talcs of graft in the Caoitol
occas:'.oned no i:c::-n-lelized n:-tor>ishment,

Most W1>shingtonians resented con-

gresi:~.on;il refus::ils to order d:..•astic reductions in utility rates and to
live

meticulously t,o the 1378 commitment on shari,-ig District expenses,

np

but the friendliness on the lhll brought ;, measure of benefit to the entire
community.

Ii' the entente co:rdiele was mose useful to the well-to-do few

th:m to the ill'pecunious mi.my, still small householders could tc1ke sa',;isfaction in Congress' heeding of their pleas for a compulsory education law,
the removal of an upper age L:.mit for students in the night schools,
additi otJ.s to the fire and uol:..ce departmCllts, and occasionel increases in
the allowances for ch;,ritiee.

The District Auditor no',;ed leslc than :"400,000

charged to the District in 1908 for items for which Congress was unwilling
to vote federal money 2 4
0

But the honeymoon was over.

Rest,i Veness in Congress over the half-

c>nd-half arrangement had been growing for some time before W~shingtonians
le'c ·i;hemselves worry.

Harde!1£,d to periodic diatribes ag;iinst such "extra-

vagc>nV' requests· es appropric>tions for public playgrounds, local taxpayers
refused to see aeythi;ng especially ominous in a law of 1909 which required
the commissioners thenceforward to submit their annuP.l budgets>not as in
the post in the form of estimatos of needs which House and Senate would

-

then try

',;o

maet, but as statements of expected revenue from District taxes

and m1c,-tching federal funds. 2.5 J\lthough the innovation atlowed for no

.:

2

4 Times,
2>-2b,

30 JJov 07, 17, 28 Jen, 20 l•'.ar, 20 Aur. 9 J\ug 08; Comrs P.pt,
Ser 5126, ~ Rot ~ of Tr, 190.5, n. !lo; Alonzo Twee dale,
"The Budget, for the District of Columbia," Proceedings of the Cincinnati
Gonfel'cnce for Goo9. G:i:cy Government, 1909, pp. 273..(lj-; - - 25 Stell', 22 ~eu 09; Fiscal Re~~ons, pp. 1628-39, Ser 69f6; Rec,_ ~oc,
IS, 4 Apr 08, p. 1908, 2S, '/ Dec 08, p. IT; 13 Jan 09, pp. 81(!-19, 859-7!+.

1906, ·Jp.
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lorig ·i,enn fir1ancinr of ma:o,: public u0"'ks- the extension of wnter and
sewer tnE'ins into the suburbs, for exantpl'.--the ;,ct otherwise looked innocuous,
simoJ..v

I' wr,y

of tc>ilor;nrr the suit to fit ~-he cloth.

New leaders in -:OngresE>,

however, were soon using the ::hearc to ~nip ,,,,,,, llt the federal sh:ire of
istrict cxpe.r:ses by reducj_ng over-fll ~ppropr':-tions.

Thus when the

col11!1".isa 4 oners er-tjmeted Di:,t.rict tax 1·evenues at '5,477 ,OO0, Congress
instead of voting twice th;,t emount anpropriated ll:llm:i.· t\10, 719,000, of
,ir.ict; lesF than ~11 ,242,000 was federal money, more near:i.: a third than a
26
h::ilf ·~he totalo
By then ·~he locAl community was fully am~e of its
perils, for the House was considering ways not only to put upon ,;he District
the entire cost of street m;,intcnance but digging into records of t, ~ pi,st
to p:,.•o-.re thl"t the District owed the federal government large sums of mo,,:r
for !ltl.ch items ;,s advences to the ~reedmans Hospital in the mid-1870's,
unredeemed bonds of 1877 and 1378 E'nd thirty years of care for the District's
insane at St. Flizabeths. 27
The rights and wrongs of the District of Columbia in its fiscal relations ·nth ·the federal government .rere--and still are ••infinitely complex. 28
Viewed from the oerspective of half a century, three facts are clear about
the fight that came out into the ooen in the early months of 1910:

first,

thet the members of Congress who launched end carried on the attack believed
they were engeged in a righteous battle with thet monster, special privilege;

,

26 _,
Post 15 Jun 10· :"tar, 15 Jun 12,·
27 Lawrence Schmeckebier, '!'he Ci.strict of CoLumbia Its Government
:ind Administration, oo. 52~5h; S Doc hOJ, 63c, 2S, L Feb 14, Ser 6593; ~
Rot B of 'rr, 1912, o. 14 r>nd Rot,"Financial Relations of' the Dii>trict of
Colur~bia and thf> F!'!deral Govem:;;ent frorn lfl71 to 1912."
the docll!1lentation cited
28 In the oi>ragr:mhs thst follow,/is merely:; 51!1811 fragment of the
aubstantili'ting evidence to be found in the pages of the Con,gresaionPl Record, the
t110 :f;;t volumes on Fisc:l Rel:,tions and ·~he local newspapersn

60
second, thPt they frequently used hPttering rl'!!ls where fly sw,r,tters would
have served their ouroose better; Pn~, third, thet mPny of Washington's
self-styled fin,r,nci,r,l experts unwittingly undermined her de~enses by shifting
ground or hy tPking positions they could not fortify with tncontrovertible
figures.

Promoters who talked of the city's "moderate taxation" when they

were trying to attract new businesf' enterprises a'~tempted Pt other times to

'

nrove to Congress that per capita taxes here were higher than in other cities
of like size ;,nn thpt any added burden would be ruinous to the community0 29
Confused thinking and much misinformation in Congress about laws and practices jn the District of Columbia, even its geography, complicated the
struggle.

Few members, whethe;• of long standing or newcomers on the Hill,

were felllili:>r with the unique problems of the capital end fewer still understood the Treasury's accounting methods in hPndling District funds.

fttten-

dance during debates on District affairs was always slim; es few es fifty
representatives often disposed of questions of grept importance to Washingtonians1and any discussion of ~uch matters on the floor of the Senate was
rare in the ex'~reme.
in making statements

Consequently congressmen could and did go unchallenged
PB

preposterous as tha·~ the United $tates defrayed the

entjre cost of running the schools, paving the streets, supolying the city
with ueter and installing end extending the sewage system. 30 Under these

29 Fisc;;,l Relations, po. 266, 367~69, Ser 6915; "t, Square I{eal for
Washington," reprints from Stm:_ in File 250, Wilson mes.
30 Times, 14 Feh, 13, 2q May 11; E2tl, 26 Jpn 13; ~ . 610, 2S, 16 Dec
09, po. 200-01, 8 Mar 10, oo. 2923-24, 61c, 3,, 28 J;,11 11, p. 1597, 62c, 2s,
23 Jpn 12, u. 1226; f,nl Rut B of Tr, 1911, u. lu; FiscPl Relations, po. 296,
930-69, 1742-44, Ser69l~nd 6910.

circumstances iJ.l
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,nrl a sense of outrace developed in both ca111ps 31
0

The changed attj_tude of ·~he congrcssion.?l m:o,iority spr1>ng from a
combim>tion of factors.

TJ-,, in~e;:,::;ing runounts of money the com-:iiasioners

requested between 1901 ;,nci 191:'l were cer~i>iuly one of the first.3 2
Fiscal
Year

Con.missioners
Estimates

1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
l9ll
1912
1913
191h
1915
1916
1917

f?,657,773
9,080,1oh
l0,572,li98
11, 005,628
13, 017,581
12, 556, 177
11, 625, 686
11,918, 519
13,798,126
16,176,356
11,180,628
12, 872, 986
12, 954, 721
12, 874,298
14,491,614
15, 473, 676
12, 909, ,~34

Recommendi,tion
Sec of Treasury

11,062,370
ll,299, 26h
11, 598, 222

Jlporopriations
f7 , 532,519
8, 329,297
R, 28h, 85o
R, 869,097
9, 665, 785
9,396, 029
9, hoB,602
9, 880,099
10,133, 389
10,528,292
10,527, 046
11,809, 837
10, 531, 334
11,464,513
11,972, 524
12,322,539
12,879,707

The es'i;imates for the fiscal year 1n.o, the last budget submitted before the
law of 1909 limited the co~.missioners to figures based on exoected revenue,
toll p:ort of the story--!1'16,010,000 for a city that nine years before had

asked lor less thein half tlrnt much. 33 That large sums were j_ntended for

- - - -----31 Times, 24 Jul, 14 Dec 13, 20 Jan 14; Rec, 63c, 2S, 16 Dec 13, P• 1014.
32 Rec, 59C, lf, 18 Pnr 06, pn. 5501--06, 60~, 2s, h Feb 09, n. 1832.
33 ~-~·l;er ~ fecre'l.:ny of Treasury Transrri.tting F.~timates of· J>.poropri;,tions, an <'nnur>l volune, 1901-1917; "Whr.t the .States ?i,y towards the
District of ColUJ:tbi:i's l-:Unicipal ,i,.-penses, 1' Pmerj_can City, vrr, Feb 13, pp.
119-20.
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nermanent public works---in :.909, fol' ex:imple, s~.x new school buildings-- in
no way mollified i:r;,te coneres"lllen who sai-, in these the demands of a city
of millionPires bi,ttening on the taxoayers of the rest of the country.
Closely allied to the wr<'th ev.Jked by the growing size of the cormissioners 1
tentative budgets was a new indignntion in Congress at the exploi ta•tion of
Washington's lesser citizens p:•actised by real estate specul,rt;ors imd
powerful utility companies, an anger which reformers from urban constituencies shared with representatives of rural districts.

Unlike some of their

oredecessors, after 1910 the ~En in control of the House and Senate District
co!'T.tittees showed no wish to mnke the most of their business opportunities
in the caoital :ind instead dedicated themselves consciously or otherwise to
making politicc>l hay out of standing for economy end suppres:>ion of the
money powei• wherever it raised its fearsome head,

They might hc>ve slain

that dragon in lfashing"i:,on hy reVising the .Cistrict assessment and tax laws,
but dis!'greements .-bout how to rewrite them mode it simpler to :idvocate the
cancellation of llll federal contrioutions to the city irrespective of which
eroup of local taxpPyers suffered >nos ·i ; thereby. 34 A third factor derived
from -~he determination of senPtors :md congressmen from Rgrarian areas -~o
hold the line against ·the march of

11

socialiS11111 in

arw

form, that insidious

threat crePping out of "teeming cities to eneulf robust i'merican individualism.
Thus, to name but., singil!e exEni!)le, so God-fearing and earnest a believer in
the rights and duties of f1·ee men as Washington G;;,rdner of, Albion, Michigan

•

fought ·i;ooth and nail againet <'Dpropriatior.s for public playgrounds in

34 R~c, 63c, 2s, 18 Dec 13,

Ser 6560; Anl !!:P.ts ~
17 Dec J.3.

2f :!£,

p.

1162; H Rpt 937, 63c, 2s, 9 Jul 14,

191'1, p. 9, 1915, P"• 10-12; Times, 13 May 1,1,

1
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1-!ashineton, bec;ci;isc tJ:iey re"1'srented n soci~listic perversion of public
obligation. 35
nearly as old

Coni'lict h:!t,,:een :;.·ural and m·ban in•~erests wa:, of course
;,s

section:>l con-,,:roversy

jn

Congress but nei·~her had affected

Wasr.:;_n(;ton a:, nuch in the lete 19th century .-s in the early 20th when her
o,,J.

-popul,,tion had gro,m to a third of a miJ.lion souls/\ the i>dmistion of three
;-:estern s·iatos b,r~ween 1907 and 1912 md the widening recourse to direct
9ri.meries altered the balc>nce 5.n both houses.
Two other elements also entered into the oicture, n11rnely pc1rty
politics nnd the mounting pressure of n;,tj oni>l business in -~he legislnture
of ,-, country now hocome
industrial nPtion.

fl.

world oower fln<l r~idly turning into

;i

gre:>'G

Votes rlone pE>rty lines on 1'l;,i,hington' s problems were

not the inveriable :rule, but before the election of a Democratic administration in November 1912, Democr,9·,;s, though in control of the HouEe from 1911
onward I found op-posit.ion to Republican-snonsored r~easures a politically
useful device.

Far more disi>strous for the cit,y was the frequent. postpone-

ment of "District deys" on the Hill and the lack of ill.formed ettention given
to local 'iiills when they at lc1st. re,iched the floor.

36 In retros-oect, the

time commi•~toes of both houses devoted to heariJ,.gs on reorganization of the
Boc1rd of Education, city plaruri.ng, proposed Jim-Crow bill!! and in 1915 on
District finances seems surpri3ingly generous c1n~ testifies to the conscientiousness of the "city council."

But for citizens who had seen a

1
35 Rec, (-OC, 1S, 3 Aor 08, o. 1:3>3, !1 Aor 08,

'O'>o

438.3~85.

36 Times, 2, Ii, :?9 Jun 11, 19 Dec 13; ~tar, 28 Mav 11, 25, ?6 Aug
J.2; Lenis Ottenberg, 11 Fi,-~herless Children of the N.otional Capital," _surv_ev,
\XU II , JO

Jun

15, PP• .459-60.
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BElries of const~•uc·bive lo ;al -ec:~s pesfed between 1902 ond 1908 the summary
dismiss.?l or des·~,.,;cti11e omrrd!rent of !):istr5.ct hills there;,fter ua:- profoundly disturbing.

Ibc1ly n~coed soci.?l ler,islation sneeked t,hrough, if at

all, only by the skj.lls o1 its rupporte,·s in tying it to an appropriation

bill.

l.oxe than a few 1-la:-hingt.cn:ians recognized baf'ore World War I the

unsuitability of requiring men elected to legisla·to for the United f:tates

,.

as ·a whole to study :md ac'~ i.ntclligen·~ly upon purely local municipal
problems, hut thi;t realization did not ease the situation i:ind the powerlessness of enlightenec· residents t.o change it heii:;htened their cliscomfort.37
'I'hat t 1\ey did not despeir and, on the contr,lr"J, during 1916 regained much
of their earlier confidence im)j_cates again the pervasive optimism of the
entire pre--war period. 38
Indeed by 1916 the corr,M·m.ty had r::-ason to dr;,w freer breath.

By

then ·i;he money bor:roued f'ron the Treasury ;:,fter 1901 had been fully repfl;id
and the funded debt reduced to ~4,000,000.

ReEtl estate reassessments that

corrected most inec;uitiee i>nd ~dded $h0,0"0,000 to over-all valuPtione
further cooled t,1e heat of critics in ~ngress; so:ne of them were still
incensed _at the number of "'~ax dodgers" in 'Ghe District, people accused of
choosing residence in W;,shingtc,n in order to esCPpe state inheritance levies
;,nd taxes on intangible pcreonrl property, but a L"i.st.rict law paased in i916
i..lllposed the latter and the workings or the new eraduated federal income tax

•

37 Star., 9 Fay: 09; Timer., 15 Jul, 6 , 12 Dec· 14, 18 Apr 16; Brownlow,
t ~~<.?!! for Anoro111ity, n~ ; in-~erview, Louis P.ro,mlm-r, 18 Nov 58;
T<'is-cal Relations, pp. 963-06, f;er 6915; An Rpt !! of '.!!:, 1916, p. 13.

38 Times, 7 Jan 16; tnJ. Rot!! of 'l'r, 1916, p. 10.
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m·o111ised to catch up

,nth

oi;he·, 11m;,lfactors of gr,,at wealth. ,39 l•t the silr.le

tii:,e W.nshi1igtoni:m.'l who hPd fe'.t thom:celves vic"timizecl hy the Dublic utility
companice were gra·:;ified ½y the creation of a Ji.strict Public Utilities Conmis :-ion, mPde up o:' the tl:r!"ee '}tstrict coml"issioners, ex officio, .iuthorized
to fix rates and control the s le nnd
ties.

~

.ission of ul:.ility s'~ocks and scC1U•i-

The labor involved in a:.•,~iving at just vr,luat~ons of the colll'Oanies'

oroperty, the basis of the rates to be set, delayed final rulings until
after the war, but the essentirl first steps in protecting consumers had
been tr1cen during 1914 and 1915.40 Wealthy t:i:r.pi>yers in turn were relieved
nt the outcome of 1.eng'~hy cong;:'eSfional he,:,z•ings held in November 1915 on
the District's fiscal relations with the federal government, for the princinle
~

of £ederal shering of exoenses slll'Vived offici:>).ly, ,:,nd formerly aggrieved
property-owners adnit·~ed the frirness end thoroughness of the joint committee in charge of the invest:.getion. Ll
The record of thf' fieca~. hearings gives an exceptionally detailed
view of the intricoeics of the Droblem ~nd the streneths and weaknesses of
bo·~h sides of '~he argumont.

In proDosing the formation of the joint com-

n>.ittae, Senator Gial..linger h;;d poin·~ed out that no one could judge the extent
of Dis'orict oblirations by a reading of District iropropriPtions acts, since
Congress yearly authorized fedPral officiPls not responsible to the District

------39 H Rpt 937, 63c, 2S, 9 Jul lh, Ser 6560; ~ec, fi3C, 3~, 11 Jan 15,
pp. 1335-37; Anl ~1:. ~ 2f Tr, J.910, pl). 57 -58, 1916,np. ?-8.
•

40 Bro1-mlow,

!

Passion [or Ano?l.1(11lity, PD. 90~9·.; Tim~, 28, 29 Nov,

3 rec 07, 17 Jan, j_2 Feb, 24 Jul, 9 Aug 08, 8 Feb, 28 Aor, 13 Oct 11, 3 lfar
lJ, 3 Jul 111; St!!r, 1 Oct l?.

L1 Seen. 38.
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co.m111is1oioners to s~nd locr>l funds -voted "in the sundry civil and legislative ;,poropri;,tion :>cts, in dc~'icienc.Y i'Cts, nublic ht•ilding i>cts, extension
and .,,idenins of the streets end -:'or other ourooses."

Si1nilarly Senator

Works' fin:-il repor·c for the con.it tee noted ho,·r J11uch he ;,nd his associates

•

h.1d had ·i;o lel'lrn ,1hout, the cit:•1 s dii'fic::ulties. 42

Both opponents and

defenders of the syst,em of m:-: 1 r:hiJlg federal and local money for running the
caoital city were guilty of f)r<'sent:i.ng some data of dubious validity,
figures assembled too long before to he applicable or faulty corrrpaTisons
wit,h the taxes of other t;ities 9 43 but the testimox~"> i:'.' occasionalzy colored
by pession, 1-ras illumi;·.r,ting.

The asswnption was general th::i·i;. the United

States should contri:·t1tc something to the ci ty 1 s innual revenues,

feveral

witnesses reverted i;.o the argw1ents of the South:,rd renort of 1835:

national

obligation c<ris;i ;·g from ·i;he 18th century ag1•eemcnt wi'l;h the original
oroprietoro of the l.1nd,

O'~he:· men indicated thet since manufacturing

plnnts and c·eet commercial houses such as sup,:ilied the hulk of t:>xes to
other big ..:ities would interfe:·e 'With H/'s,hington' l' main huainess of national
governr>.mt, the United States with its extensive tair-exenrpt oroperty 111Ust
mi,kc some mone'~ary compensation,

Th~ m?j,n question thus was how

l'lUch

i>nd

by whet method.(it Everyone agreed that Congress would n'lver pern,it texation
of federal holdings.

Proponents of ririd 2dherence to the half-and-half

42 Rec, 63c, 2s, 11 Jan 15, p. 1348; Fi~cal ~tions, pp. lxiv, Ser

•

6915 •
43 Bureau of the Census. Statistics of 0itics
over ~orio, 1907, no, 330~33;, Fisc.,l Relations, p-;;:
ITi39~ho, Ser 6916.
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::'Ulo insisted thtt ;, eliding sc:;,le of i'ecleral n1>yments would leave the ci'~y

in a constant tu::rr,oil of uncertainty.

As t~ey saw it, a proposal endorsed

by ~he House of using all local rnoncy f::.ret and rel,.ving upon federal funds

-~o fill gaps in the budge·~ foI'f told t 11e end of true shoring, a judgment in
uhich rn;,:oy experienced members of ~ngress concurred; routine operating
exoenses would gobble up all city revenues encJ federal appropriations for
long-·~erm needs would not he forthcoming. 4h The ssme objection applied to
a sj.milP-r plan advanced as ear:_y as 1901 by Senator Ho;,r of lfassachusetts,
a scheir.e of having the govermr.unt foo'~ r>ll the bills but collecting frorn
Gistrict property-oh-ners levies equal to hut not in excess of those paid by
residents of other like-sized cities.

Eoth civiliPn comissioners thought

some change inevitable ~nd inc~ined to favor the Hom' plan.

Louis Brownlow

believed it sounder thsn the "legisl2tive fiction" of half-snd-half, r>nd as
he demonstrated the impossibi13ty of sep,rating the costs of services to the
local public fror: ·~hose primar::..ly benefitting the nationel government, he
urged prompt adoption of a juster and more realistic division of the financial burden. 45~rn spite of Brownlow's exposition of the inseparabili·~y of
federal and local needs, thP coMMittee concluded that Dis't,rict taxes should
be us_ed sol ely for the Distric·~, and 311 locr>l revenues be spent before drr>wing
uoon the United States Treasur;r; "h:ilf-rnd~hslf" shPring was no longer either
feasible or necessary.

Since ::ongressioncl pa•·simoey toward Washington seemed

to be wearing thin, ·the n;,tion;cil cit-y would not suffer.

The Senate ignored

the CO!l\lllittee I s fi.ndings Pm' i,1. fact they included no recommendations for

,

legisl:>tion.

But -~he rel)ort left the door open to future readjustments

which, Senator Works remarked, should ti,ke into consideration the reotorat,ion

L4 Rec, 63C:-3s, 12

14, pn. 143, 160-61, 7 Jan 15, po. 1113-16,
27 Feb 15, pp. 4864..65.
(
45 Rec, 56c, 2s, 6 Mar Olf p. 15; r'iscal Relations, pp. 43-4h, 96366, 979.,80, !"er 6915, pn. 1742-57,~r 6910:-- ·\,,
Dec
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of some autho:ri ty to the COl!llllt:nity over its oi.-n expenditures and the relieving
of Congress of son:e of its ;,lcermanic resoonsibilities. L6
Local self government Pnd "half-1md-h1>1f11 were so tied together by
the Organic act of 1R78 that)<;uite apart from rnxieties ;,bout ollowing

'

Negroes political power, the rrost influential Wai;h:ngtoniPns before 1916

..

were loeth to contemplate an elective city government lest it result in

o.u.

killing/federal financial Pid. Full voting representation in C'.ongress, on
the other hand, got incre;,singly ~Ii.de support from 1909 onward, in spite of
occasional Board of Trade warnings about the dangers involved in seeking
any change.47 At a dinner given for President Taft by the Board of Trade
and the Chamber of Commerce in }lay 1909 Chief Justice Stafford of the
l):i.strict Supreme Court made an eloquent ple~ for District enfranchisement

1

at least for nPtional elections:
Strip men of the bPllot md you take away from society the most
powerful inducement that can prompt selfish h\llllPn nPture to educete
end elevate its helplesP and its poor.
In a scarcely veiled attack on white fears of Negro voting, he asked:
Shall we say we fear the suffrpges of ignor;,nce "nd Vice • • • that
could not lPst a generation if we did our duty by our fellow-men? •••
Never until the men of wealth Pnd educBtion hllVe ~e~t their last
surplus dollPr end exhausted the ingenuity of their !h-ains in the
effort to make their fellow-men worthy to be sharers in the government,
never lf1tj_l then will trey have a right to hide behind an excuse like
that. 4

,.
46 Fiscal Relations, pp. i-lix, Ser 6915.

'l

47 Star, 23 lfov 09; S ~c 68u, 60C, 2S, 26 Jim 09, Ser 54o8; f' Doc
1138, 62J, 3S, 1 m,r 13, Ser 6365.

48 Star,

9 Hey 09.
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The ?resident derided St~ffo~c•s arguments, but a numher of citizens'
associ::ri;ions outside weal thy northwest Washington endorsed them,~, I'n 1912
e s·~r.-:1 vote conciu.oted by the newly orgsni:zed r.1strlct Suffrage League polled
10,816 ballots i'Pvoring J.ocal suffrage to only 941.i against.49

Three years

later> afi;er the joint congr?.scion;,l cornnittee reoort and ~enator Works'
statement appeared, the Board of Trade also decided the city had more to
gain thc>n to lose by asking fc,r a modification of the Orgc>nic act.

Residents

fel'c little or no dissatisf11ction with the comr,issio11ers 1 administration;
even section:-1 cormlPints from East E>nd Southwest Wpshington lPrgely ceased
when ilewnwn end ~iddons 2nd tl:en Bro~mlow took charge.

But the disadvi>n-

tP.ges of rule by congressional com,~ittee were emerging with a clarity not
to be ignored.

To ntUch of the local public the surest remedy seemed to lie

in h:>:i.ring an elected District senator f'nd representatives on the Hill,
althcugh opposition to accompsnying that chimge with an elected city government continued to sound loud in some <tUarters.

Congressmen who discussed

the matter et Pll tended, on the contrary, to think Home Rule desirable, if
o~r to lighten their du:ties, hut were more than doubtful ,1bout giving the

District virtual statehooa.

50

In short, what the corr.nnmity believed most

beneficial wis uhat Congress was least likely to grant.

Yet the restoration

of some measure of good feelir.g between the city and the United States Congress

..

encouraged belief that together they would 1-:ork out e satisfactory solution•

49 Ibid., 5, 10, 12, 15 HFJy 09, 1 Jrn 10, l Jpn 11; Times, 12, 29 .Apr,
Jun, 8 Dec 13, 28 ~e,,, 14 Oct lli; Archibald Butt, Teft .!!!!£! Roosevelt, PP•
29-31; Poi>t, 16 Feb 13.

5

50 Post_, 16 Feb, 3, L l-'t!y 13; Times, 16 Oct 13, 26 Oct 15; Red, 63C,
2S, 18 Dec 13, p. 1161; ~ Rpt ~ of 'fr, 1916, op. 13-16; Hearings of SubcoMmittee of' Senate Commit~ee on District of -0l11mbie, 24 Feb 16, po. 10,
21, 29 Feb 16, pp. 55-,71.

C!IAPTFR XVIII
"'i'l...,. Gl':'Y OF C·'1J,VFP.S/TI 0!{ 11

Hen l'nd wo!'len born &nd 0:red in the Dist'.t'ict, like visitors, believed
sophistic&~,ed ~nd agreeable city in the united States.

t,:+'J.t"

On the eve of World lfar I 1 2~ for .:;;,< years post, neither exasperation over
missing services nor distresl' Pt the hitter oo•:erty of the louer classes
de·i;racted sharply from the clay by cfay plePsures of living in the capital.
Even families constantly hard pressed to make ends meet apparently enjoyed
the orivilege of being envied by outsiders.

Certain:ty no one, however

lowly his status>Pdrnitted to ·thinking life as drab here as it i-1ould be
elsewhere.

If hil' pprticiptstion in the world of society and affairs was

purely vicarious , seeing ~t p~ss by directly under his nose brought compenGovernment clerks as l!!te as 191'1 still oaid at rstes set in 1853

sations.

had probably the greatest cause for complaint Rs the cost of living in
Was!'tirlf.ton re;,ched a height unkno1m elsewhere, but the addition of a half
hour to their working d&y in 1913 still left them more leisure than clerks
in commerc.i.al establishrnentn co~uni>r..ded or farmers or f11ctory hi:-nds in the

rest of Americ~.

Indeed only the rare ~erson who>though well up the economic

ledder)took exception to the false values he felt pervading

•

i>

city in which

snobbery of money competed wit'.1 snobbery of rank found fault with Washington
es a pl:oce to live:lz: And where in the United ~tates of the early 20th

century were fo,·tunes and professional or fmnily distinction not vying with
each other?
l-1hen H. G. Wells in 1905 m•ote of "v'ashington as Anticlimax~ hia
.l-.

" "rihat it Cost Ho to\be
'eb 1.6, pp. 8L.-86.
'

::i

Prominent Mw, 11 Aireric~ Nagazine, LXXXI,

71
f.meric.n readers oouJ.d ou:i hi~: con.nents do~m to the cro·~chetiness of e
g~fted but bump•i;ious Engl i s:11nan.

Well s hit1seJ..f, picking up Henry Janes 1

epi·~het "The City of Conversi::tion, 111 rem1J1•ked:
Washington, indeed, corverses well, without a.:kwardness, without
chattering, kindly watchf\.l, 1117eeably witty. She lul'led and tamed
my puroose to ask about pr·iln..,ry things, to discuss large questio~s • • •
Washington ::-err,1>rked snd t>J.lu.ded and made her point and got ,may.

'i

p. 667.
p. 1.:20.

l Henry J rnies, "Washington," No1•t,h f..meric:m !'_teview, CLXXJG:I, May o6,
2 H.

o.

Wells,

11

The r-·utnre in fmerica," HProers Weekly, L, 6 Oct 06,

CHJ.PTFP.

'
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TIIB BEGINNINGS OF

t

~.nmo

PROTFST

The oosition of Negroes,contr,>r: to later often quoted Republican
claims, continued to worsen slowly du:·~ng the Roosevelt and Taft administrations, 11lthough subtle changes in the atmosphere in Washington rather than
Pdmitted shifts in official policy m:o~ked the decline. 1

Colored men had

little ri>ason to exoect special conr:.deration from Theodore Roosevelt for,
although as President Cleveland's f irst Ctvil Service Commissioner he had
exercised scrupulous fairness in p•,:;ting the merit system into effect in
govermnent, the Colonel of the Rot rh Riders had deeply offended llegroes by
belittling the heroic services of ·, :1e Black
the Spanish-Americ1m W11r.

C0 valry

11t San Ju11n hill during

2 Yet if ~nly hecsuse faith was essent ial to

e

endurance, Washington Negroes inclim·d to believe the vigorous Theodore
Roosevelt their staunch friend.

They saw a new era 'awning when one of

his first acts upon hecoming t>residen l,

Wll<

to invite Bc>'l~er T Washington to
0

di ne at the White House to discuss Necro apoointments to <-'"fice:

the

unusual gesture seemed to presage recognition of political i1 not social
equality.

Those hopes quickly shrivelled; wit~n six months th Washington

Bee was speaking of "the Negro political decapitation dinner. 113

....,e President,

apparently surprised at the horrified outcry .from arch-conservati~et in his

..•

l E.tt. , Republican National Committee, Reoublican Campaign Textbo ~,
1912, P• 278.

2 Bee, 15 Oct 98, 5 Aug 05; Hayes, Negro Federal Government Worker,
p. 22; Monroe N, Work, ed,, !fegro Year Book, An Annul'l Encyclopedia of the
Negro, 1912, pp. 75-76,

3 Bee, 19 Oct 01, 8, 2? Feb 02, 2 fpr 04.

oi-m party, stuck by his guns to -~he Point of winning Senate concurrence in
several Negro appointments, and he retained a number of colored men McKinley
•

.
r

had pu·~ into office, but thereaf·~er h<? made no further overtur<>s to the r1>ce
On the contrary.
involved in

P

0

In 1906 when Negro troops in Bro1-msville, Texas, were

hrBWl with whit9 townspeople in which a white man was shot,

presidential severity in approving the execution of thirteen colored soldiers
and the dishonorable disch<Tg:; of those who refused to identify the guilty
alienated Roosevelt I s colored suppoi:-ters in Washington. 4 His appoin·~ment
of two Negroes to the Homes Commission in 1908 won him no applause since
ell members of the commission gave their service.
President T11ft stirred up fewer animosities thi>n his predecessor but
offered colored people meagre encouragement for the futll!'e,

ftvowing belief

in the Tuskegee philosophy of Negro econoric advancement before enlarging
llegro political -power, Taft d,~clared himself' umr.i.lling to appoint colored
men. to posts :Ln the South 1,me:,.•e white resentment would create friction.
But

he selected colored men for severi>l"offices of es::entiP.l dignity at

Washington, 11 on the nrinciple that it wes better to give "large of fices to
well-equipped Negroes of the higher class" tht>n to scatter "a lot of petty
ones fmong the mi>ss of their r11ce. 115 Rather apologetically he wrote to

•

4 Bee, 17, 24 Sep, 31 l'.ec 04, 22 Jul, 28 Oct, 11 Nov 05, 17 Mar, 21
f.pr, 25 Aug, 27 Oct, 3, 10 Nov, 1, 8 Dec 06, 4 May 07; William F. Nowlin,
The Negro in Amarican Ni-tional Politics, P?• 114--15; Negro Year Book, 1912,
P• 30 •

5 l-legro Year Book, 191~, p. 30...31; Nowlin, Negro in Am Ntl Politics,
p. 115; Star, 20 Jun 09.

Robert Terrell, 1-:af'hington I r· one Negro judge:

"I have not done 1>11 I ought

to do or Pll I hope to do in the matter of the recognition of colored men,
but positions are herd to fir:d.

Nobody x<>signs i>nd nobody dies."

However

sound his reasons, Taft's policies were not, wholly satisfactory to the
city's colored oeople who sa~ their ch1>nces for political assignments
dimi_nish. 6
Uo to

II

point colored Waahingtoniar..3 rejoiced at rmy Negro I s
~

receiving a responsible federal post,~the~· were dism~yed 1>t being themselves
consistently passed over by the President.a even for positions like' that of
Recorder. of Deeds for which local taxes :,Pid h;ilf.

The grievance was

heightened by the knowledge th:at Hegroes the country over looked uoon
Washington's uooer clas!' colored commun·tty, voteless though it wi,s, as the
most distinguished in J\meric12 7 Under ·;he"Square Deal" loc11l Negroeio won
0

nothing except a municipi>l judgship to which President ~~osevelt appointed
Robert H. Terrell upon Booker T, Washi1:gton' s recommendPtion.

Every other

aopointive place in Washington, if ·~en<Jered to a Hegro at all, went to a
colored Republican from one of the sti,tes.
distinction numbered seven:

B-.f 1908 the l'l!signments of any

the posto of Register and Deputy Register of

the Treasury, Assistant District Attorney for the District of Columbia,
Puditor of the Navy DeoartrtP-nt, the pc,lice court judgship, the Recorder of
Deeds for the District of Columbia 1>nd Chief Surgeon at the Freedmen's
Hospitnl.

President Taft i>dcled two more, the office of Collector of Customs

•

6 Ltr, President T11ft to Judge ~obert Terrell, 2 Har 10, f"ary Church
Terrell mes (L,C,).

7 Bee, h ifay 07, 7 Hi>y, 4 ,Jun 04, 20 Feh, 19 Apr 09, 23 Feb, 25 M1>r
fee alFo, ltr, Willil'm McKinley Slryton to Woodrow Wilson, 19 Mi,r 15,

11.
File 128, in

85A, Wilson mes (L,G,).

st Georgetown i:>nd, still

ima

ncre gratify:i.ng, the oosition of Assist;.nt

J.ttorney General of the United "tates,
colored l;,,iyer from Boston.
,

a

plum which .fell to

II

orominent

,t those nine Negro oreferment stood till 1913. 8

The 1"iy.nificance all Negroes, particulr>rly Negroes in Wa:,hington,
attached to these nine offices seems at first out of all proportion to their
number or their intrinsic importance.

But between 1901 and 1913 they

represented far more to colored people than sops to racial ambition or than
thin acknowledgment of several. hundred t,housand potential colored Republican
votes.

For during the first dozen years of the 20th century when no colored

man sat in Congress, Negro civil service enroloyees of the government came to
depend uoon the President's Negro appointees to serve as their bulwark against
inuustice,

In the 18Ro•s and 1890's Negro congressmen hPd filled that role,

or at least so colored departmental clerks believed.

Now they must look

elseimere for help in getting merited assignments when civil service rules
swayed precariously in the winds of ~a stiffening racism.

In 1910 a Negro

journalist jokingly called T?ft's nine princi-oal Negro Pppointees "the
Black Cabinet." 'l'he nsme stuck and with some reason:

although their inter-

vention was not ;:olways su.ccessful, ap:,arently sometimes it had -~he desired
effect. 9
Nevertheless civil service jobs held out fewer opportuniti es for
intelligent Negroes than in the 1880's and 1890's.

The Civil Service Com-

mission rules had always allowed a department or division chief a choice
among the three top candidates whose examinations qualified them for a

Sep 11.

8 Negro~ Book, 1912, pp, 70-71~ Bee, 27 Apr 07, 23 JUl, 10, 11
9

Bee, 29 M~r, 12 ~pr 13; H.9Y:es, Neg~o Govt !!2_rker, pp. 26-27, 32-35.

vacancy, but rf·ter the turn of the century that la'~itude, Negroes believed,
jncreDsingly cPme to be used es a weapon of ri>cial subjugation.

Certainly

promotions beceme fewer and fewer for Negroes end they remarked on the
mount:.ng frequency with which white asi,ociates of lesser educi>tion end
experience and therefore presumably of lessor compe·~ence were pushed ahepd
of ·them.

By 1908 not more than three or four colored men had advanced into

supervisory positions and Pll colored enroloyees of the federal government
in \-lar-hington had dwindled f~om the 1537 of 1892 to 1450, about

clerks, the rest messengers or common laborers.

300 of them

Until 1909 the State

Department had no colored eniployee ranking above a messenger, end the lone
Negro who then attained a clerk's rating achieved it, he late;r explained,.
becPur-e his personal friend, the incoming Secretary of State, insisted that
the merit system recognize mer;.t. While Republicen cempaign literature of
1912 claimed that by then the federal gowrnment had more than 4100 colored
employees in W:>ehington eerni:-ig over 1'4,000,000 e yeer, those figures were
rnenifestly exaggerated and in any case made little impression upon educated
people who knew that the colo.,. of their skins would keep them in the bottom
grades of government service 0 10
In the l;is•t.rict government civil service rules did not apply et all.

10 Heyes, Negro Govt Worker, PP. 125-30; !'leoublic~,n 0anp11ign Textbook,
1912, pp. 71-72; Osceola J-!pcir!en, "! Color Ph11se of WPs'iington," The World
Today, XIV, May 08, op. 549-5~; Bee, 22 Jul 05, 21 Aor, 18 tug ol>;°7 Ji,n,
10 Nov 07, 20 Feb, 2 Oct 09, '-I !fay 12; Kathleen Dudley Long, "Woodrow
Wilson md the Nee;ro, 1912-1916," (unpublished M.f. Thesis, Bryn Mam'
College, 1956), pp. 14-17; H 8olll!l1ittee on Reform in the Civil Service, 63C,
2S, Hearings on ~egreg.. tion of :)].erks 11nd Ernoloyees in the Civil Service,
6 MPr 14, pp.4••; Sherman's Directory .ind Read.y Reference of the Colored
Population of the District of .:Olumbia, 1913, pp. 388-407 (hereafter cited
('S Sherm;,n'stirectorYT~ -

The wishes of members of the House or Sem>te District co=ittees might
determine who was hired or promoted and, if congressional patronage did not
interfere, the preferences of individusl commissioners or their :imr!ediate
subordim•tes were the d~ciding factor.

The 1-iashington ~ insisted that

the ~ngineer comrris~ioners never aoproved of Negroes in any but menial jobs,
snd of the civilian commisFicners only Henry West displ1>yed no

11

colorphobia. "

In 1908 out of a clerical force of 450 in the District Building, only 9 were
Negroes; among 731 policemen '1nd 498 firemen 39 and 9 respectively were
colored; 79 clerks and 55 msil carriers were colored out of 881 city post
office employees; 460 colored school teachers selected by the ftssiatant
Suoerintendent completed the list of the District•~ Negro employees i~
"white coller11 jobs.
at less than t1nno.
inhabitnnts and

The oay sc;,le put the yel!rly income of most of them
Four years later

ro,ooo

P

city containing some 94,000 colored

colored men who paid fifteen million dolle.rs in t;,xes

had sbout 900 Negroes on the payroll, but nearly helf of them were rated c>s
unskilled laborers at wnges of $500 or less a year • 11 The advent,ages which
government employment in Wash:.ngton had once offered colored people no
longer obtained.
/>.t the SPIile time johs open to Negroes in other fields, especially
domestic service, shrank in number.

Judge Terrell put the blame for house-

holders' shift to white servar:ts uoon his own people, for t,oo often, he

ll Madden, "A Color PhaEe of Washington," World Todey, XIV, May 08. ,. ~ J.,._,..;,
po. h49•52; She:rm1>n 1 s ~~tor~, pp. 407-17; Bee, 9 Sep 99, 11 M1>y 07,rrrDec 10, 28 Jan, 23 Feb 11, 20 •eb 15. Js the figures r,iven in the Negro
Year Book between 1913 l'nd 1917 do not vary by so Much /lE a digit, they
autom?tically heccme susoect. The .!!:_ectory dt>ta on the other h~nd l'I'e so
cietailed that er"'Ore seem unlikelyo

declared, they sld..raned their work while m:,ki.ng unwarranted eemands upon
their employers.

He viewed the refusal of llegroes to work for other Negroes

as " pRrticularly serious rr.;,t·,er in ;, city where he estimRted a tenth to a
fifth of the 90,000 colored o<Jople did not or would not work at all.

He

told thP N1>tional Negro Business Lergue in New York of a colored woman who,
hairing ;,dvertised for a washwoman, was informed by a colored «oplicant:
"Lady, I can't wm•k ' for you; Pm in society myself. 1112 Partly beceuse of
Negro reluctance to oatronize other lfegroes, ;-ill the profeseions in Washington
were overcrowded with tr8ined men who could not find clients and teachers
who c011ld not get places in the colored school system.

Nor did Negro business

enterprise prosper in soite of the efforts of the local branch of the new
Negro RusinesP Le:,gue :>nd in soite of a few isoleted examples of modest
succePs--an inPur~nce comoeny, a shoe store, and several drug storee. 13
In 1903 Washington 1 s Negro Savings Bank fi:?iled and neither the urgings of
Negro leaders elsewhere nor t~e endeavors of local men succeeded in launching
,mother institution.

Althoug'l the greatly i11roroved .:,ooearancc, better news

coverage 1'nd more dignified tone of the Washington

~~

indicsted a growing

reediness in the colored co~mllTlity to supnort Negro ventures, the Colored
American, which Rooker T. Wi>shington hnd lPrgely f:inanced, cePsed oublication in 1904 ;,fter

a losing ten-year struggle. The Bee in turn ran into

financial difficulties in 1908 when o rival, the lva.shir,eton American,

w

api,eered, ,._Calvin Chase I s reoeated attacks upon Mr. ,-iaehingtonI s "Uncle
Tomism" notwithstanding 1the educPtor c.:,'.le to the rescue, for he considered

12 Star, 20 Aug OS;

1 3 Bee, 25 Nov OS,
15 Feb 139

!!.!!~

26 Pug 05.

all 24 Feb, 21 Jul, 3 !fov o6, 9 :Jan, 27 Mar 09,

a vigorous Negro press :m :i.nrportant weep0n in the Ke;iroes• fight for
.-dvencement, f'nd the cepitol .,bove 1111 must have Negro newspa-pers. 14
Accompanying the growi 1g economic pinch was a gradual tightening of
the cordon excluding Negroes from any slight share in a cOOllllon social life
of "':.he city.

The one exceotion w.is the children's annual Easter Monday

egg~rolling contest on the White House lawn when for

R

few hours wh:i.te and

colO!'ed children inte:nningled, "all beaten uu as it were in a social omelette.
Fggs of every color are rollei back and forth • . • and there are just as
many shiades, if not as many colore, of skin as of egg shel1.rr1 S The rest
of the year'race prejudice seeping do,m from parents ooisoned the relations
between white and colored youngsters.

Js

Joe G1>ns, the Negro prize fighter,

won f;,r,1e in the ring, wheneve:· ia Ch?lllpionshin bout w:>s scheduled a boy of
either race 'id'lo ventured alono in·to Washing_ton I s streets beyond his wwn
i.11:mediate neighborhood risked a beating up from a gMg of the enemy intent
upon upholding the honor of Gans or his white rival.

One very light-colored

red-haired Negro boy faced double jeopardy, since colored contemporaries
outside the Negro section of Foggy Bottom took him for a white, while white
boys pounced on him as a Negro.
later made matters worse.

16

Jack Johnson's victo1•ies over Jim Jeffl-ies

J,thletic prowess, which in post World War II

years "!'IOuld hegin to bridge r.P.cial cleavages, merely widened the gulf.

14 Rpt Bd of Fduc, 1910, pn. 207~08; ltr, Booker T. W1>shington to
Judge Robert Te;_=;-rell, 19 Feb 06, B. T. Washir1ooton mss (L.C.); Negro Year Book,
1912, po. 170, 175; August Mej_er, "Booker T. Washington and the Negro Press, 11
Jou~ of Negro History, XY.X1:III, Jan SJ, pp. 68, 8P-89; Madden, 11 /1 Color
Phase of Washington,"~ ~orld TodD_z, XIV, lrP'J 08, pP, 551-52.
lS "Our Washington Letter," Indeoendent, LII, ?6 Apr oo, p. 1012;
Mrs. B.. Kent Be11ttie, 11 Ras-c,er Egg-Rolling, n Crisis, JC[, Apr 16, po. 31.3-14.
16 Interview with J",r. R<1yford Log?n, 23 Nov Sl.:; Bee, 19 Feb 160

The rapidity with ,:hie\ the hre;ich developed in the first decade of
the cen~ury is astonishing.

. s lete as 1902 the lfashing'~on Post with an

unusual display of interest devotee! a half colUJ11n to praise of thP city's
U!)per cl11ss Negro society, "the Negro sch.,lar in silk hat 11nd frock coat, 11
the wealthy ~:egro lawyer, the half dozen ctlored members of the Washington
Board of 'l'rade, the colored 1·1(Jrr.en gradu;ites :·f Wellesley, Smith, Oberlin
ond Russell Sage, the Treble Clef Club "org:m\ zed for the study of classicel
music, 11 the Sanuel Coleridge '.~aylor Oratorio S,,ciety with its 225 voices snd
the church choirs which "won golden opinions."

Two ~'ears later the Post

,:as deploring tne unseemly ambition of Washington• s colored leaders to get

"the ballot, recognition, admission to theatres i,nc' restaurants, monopoly
of the public p:>rks and other like "!)rerogatives" ins \.ead of pouring their
efforts into esti,blishing colored vocationel and manu ,l training schools
as Negroes in the deep South •·ere doing. 17 White reait,mts overlooked the
steady decline of illiteracy among Washington's adult Ne.; roes; in 1910 it
stood at less than 17 per cent.

,.

The Star suggested thet '7hi te people
i.

should not dri,w the color line in giving Chri:::tmas chnrl ty, but otherw-lse,
save for an occasional friendly notice in the Washington~~, after 1903
the city's white press confin~d :l.ts fevorable comments on Negr , 11ctivities
to accl11im of Booker T. Washir•gton I s program et Tuskegee Institu..e with i'~s
implied acknowledgment of Neg1·oes• inherent racial inferiority.
Ii'

By 1908

dispassionate appraisal of race relations in the capttal led a ma.:.,zine

writer to conclude that in Washingt,on "the separation of the races is ::iore

17 Post, 3 Aug 02, 9 J:,n 04.
C,,nr,.£.e_,

t, . II :S1.,

lt); Star,

19~'),'f.$~~1

14 Dec 03.

ne~ly complete tha., in tny o'.;her city of ·~he Union.

The better class of

white and colored people know absolutely nothing of each other." 19
Intelligent Negro9s we,·e pf'infully awai e of what was happening.

An

anozzymous article entitled "Wh:it It Means ·~o be Colored in the Capital of
the United states" listed for readers of the Independent some of the new
manifest.itions of r;,cism whicl· were appearing in 20th century Washington:
in January 1906 the Columbi(>n Debeting Society at George Washington University debflted ·~he question:

"P.esolved that a Jim Crow law should be adopted

t>nd enforded in the District of Columbia"; the :iffirm1ttive won; a few months
later a bill for Jim Crow earn was introduced in Congres~ and a citizens 1
associ?tion endorsed the proposal; until 1900 the colored schools had had
colored directors of music, !!Xt, cooking, sewing, manual training and
r,:,hyeical culture; now all were white.

"l•'or fifteen years," wrote the author,

11! h;,ve resided in Washington, .-nd while it was far i'rom being a 'paradise
for colored people,' when I first touched these shores it has been doing
its level best ever since to meke conditions for us intolerable. 1120
Mounting white ?nt.igonism h;,d the desired effect:

from 31 per cent of the

tot1tl population in 19rJO, colored W;,shington dropped to 28½ per cent in 1910
and would be only 25 per cent by 1920.

(See Table I, p.

)•

Knowing

themselves umrelcome, the colored members of the Bo11rd of Trade resigned.
At the request of the local chapter of the Womens Christian Temperance
Uruon, Negro wol'len withdrew in 1908 to f'orm .i "Jim Crow" unit.

19 I•lPdden, "ft Color Phf's2
Y.ay 08, p. 549.

in

While the

WPshington," The Wq_!:1£ Today, XIV,

20
"What It Means to be Colored in ·~e Cnpitel of the United States,"
Independent, LXII, 24 Jen 07, pp. 181-86.

colo,•ed people, hE' thought Ueg:•oes "morally end intellectually

c1

weaker race,

and • , , even if they should become great J.imdowners, men of wealth and of
educi>ti on, race antagonism would only hecone stronger @nd more sharply
defined."

Washington' e Negro intelligentsia no doubt saw some truth in

.

these oronouncenents, but the Bishop's ropudi?tion of educc1tion, wealth and
poli tictil power

Ml

rr.ec1ns of closing the gro between the rc1ces and his stc1te-

men',; that a solution must denend upon every Negro I s winning for himself
2
"a st~ong, robust Christ;-like character" were profoundly discour@ging. 3
feemingly white men could rernrin devils but colored rrust become saints.
Told by whites yerr @fter year of the ~~tues of.Booker T. Washington's
subservien·~ philosophy, Negro ccristocrats in the capital listened without
enthusiasm to the e:::hortation of the sDge of Tuskegee speaking at Washington1 s oolored Y?-lC11 that the eyes of the world were upon them end they must
set an examole by ridding the city of loafers, d!'llllkards and gamblers. 24
Perhaps the rost deadly blow the city's white churches dealt their dark~
skinned Chri.sti:m brethren cr,rr.e in 1910 with ·the assembling in Washington
of the sixth World funday School Convention,

The local conr,ittee on

a;:-rangementa refueed to eeat local colored delegates o~ .ermit them to march
in the parade because they were not members of the Disti-:ict Sundsy ~chool
:ssocittion ,1lthough they belonged to the World Suncl;,y School J\ssociation
and h;,cl '.:.Pken pr,rt in e;,rlier conven·i:.ions.
all "wrinkles , • • smoothed out" by

P

The Evening St0r blandly reported

vote of the org1>niz!'tion end the con-

·tributions of delegates of the southern stE>tes to mPke Booker T. Washington

23 Times. l!i Jul 07;

!'!E~ of

Bd of Educ, 1905, po. 105-15.

2h St2T, 21 /pr 02, 10 May,20 Jun 09; ~ , 29 Jun 02; Bee, 17 :3ep
Q~, 10 Dec<is.

2

15.fe member.

But insofPr us r-'ir. W2shington represented "Uncle 'I'omism"

to mPny local lepders the St:,r 1 s interpretation Slr~cked of belittling the
entire issue.

25

Seve,.Pl clergymen in the Nor·ih thundered their protests,

but discriminetion WPS too common in northern cities to make rebukes from
the pulpit ·celling. 26
Still worse were the multipl:y:ing insti;nces o.f racial segregation put
into effect in government offices on the thinnest o.f pretexts or none.

/.

"Jim Crow corner" first l:lpnei>red in 1904 in the Burepu of Engraving 2nd
Printing,

By 1905

the~. after listing other examoles, declared, "In

the government departments there is a systematic effort in8ugurPted to Jim
Crow the Negro.
compl::Jin.

1127

The fever is S!)rel:lding ••• ,

The Negro is l:lfraid to

Race prejudice ?nd hete, having once gi>ihed a .foothold under

a Republican ecministration, quickly intensified 2nd widened its reach.
Before 1909 separate locker aud wash rooms 2nd separate lunch room accomod2tions hi>d become the rule in a number o.f sections o.f the Treasury Depart~.
ment and the Bepartment of the Interior and, Plthough the scheme did not
spread r;,pidly du.ring the next four yeP.rs, the admtnistration made no move

to check or forbid it. What Republican o.fi'icii>ls sPu .fit to allow set the
pattern for private concerns.

In 1910 at the invitPtion of the Federation

of Citizens' AssociP.tion ten j"ecently orgPnized Negro neighborhood groups
attended :a joint rneet,ing, only to have their hosts then vote to exclude them
from federation membership; the Negroes thereuoon took the nPme Civic

·-------25 Stt>!_, 20, 23, 21, Hay 10; ~rald, 23 M2y 10;

26
Color Line

~:!'.,

20, 21, 23 May 10

~ay Stannard Baker, Poll~~!~ the Color~; Frank Quillin, The

ill Ohio, op. 126-58.

27 ~ , 3 ~ep 04, 11 Feb 05o

0

AsFociations and fo"'!lled their own federation.

The locPl civil rights acts

still stood unrepe;,led, but restin.1rPnts, bPrber shoos Pnd hotels now barred
Negroes as a matter of course, theatres admitted them only to "Nigger Heavens,"
and railronds Pnd buses carrying pas~engers into the lliF.trict from Virginia
and Maryland enfO"'ced Jim Crow seating.

As a roit if won in court meant at

most token damages for the plaintiff, Negroes ceased to invoke the law. 28
Indeed a good mPny of them obviously shrank from public complaint lest it
feed fuel to the CPl!lpaign to rewrite the law. White extremists might persuade Congress not only to destroy the last flimsy legpl safeguards against
racial discrimin;,tion in the District of Columbia but to make segregation
manc"ll>i;ory.
l!'rom 1907 on bills for Jim Crow cars in the District came up in the
House of Representatives at intervals. 'While a new congressman from
Georgia announced his determination to force all Negroes out of government
service, agitation for an anti-miscegenation law for the District made
headwry until :in Febru1>ry 1913 the House p11ssed the bill in less than five
minutes; only Senate inPction stopped it. 'When the Negro Register of the
Treasury and a colored guest lunched in the House Office Building resteurant,
five congressmen threatened

P

boycott that would close it down if such an

affront to white manhood ever recurred; the manager assured them it would
not. With lynch law rampant in the Deep South, Negroes in Washi_ngton had
some reason to think the moment inopportune to Jro·~est the curtailment of
·~heir own civil rigl:rl;s.

It is possible, to be sure, that only a few men

28 Ibid., 22 Jul, 5 Pug, 11 Nov 05, 17 }far, 21 Ppr, 17 May, 2 Jun,
18 Aug o6,2b°"J;,n, 18 May, 5 Oct 07, 22 Feb, 6 Jun 08, 16 Jan, 8 May, 24
Dec 09, 7 Mey 10, 7 Jan 11, 4 May 12, 18 Jan, 20 Sep 13.

understood thE' se··iousness of the trend in the c;,pitPl Pnd, tis one student
of the loc11l scene lp',;er 11rgued, -chat before the summer of 1913 the rank
Pnrl file felt little Ponrehensiveness for themselves. 29 But over a ten-year
spim the evidence t.'1e War-hingl:.on Bee assembled ;,nd 1rctblished periodically
indic;,ted clePrly thPt W:,shinJton ,fagroes, alheit unlikely to see lynchings
in the city, were ;,lready subject to most of the discriminations imposed
upon colored people elsewhere in Arr.erica.
The accelerPting rPcism of white WPshington, however, brought reaction
in the form of rrowing militPnce among the city's u-pper clPss Negroes.
Booker T. WPshington to the day of his de11th in 1915 kept men.y close friends
in ·che cPpitPl, but educated colored people who 11ccepted his progrmn of
"racial solidprity, self help nnd economic chauvinism" i.ncreaeingly rejected
his methods and his disreg;,rd of political 11ction.

His concili;,tory policies,

his anxiety to a•1oid 11friction" with white exploiters and his stress upon
patience led to a breDk between him and a group of Negro radicals in 1906
when some twenty-nine "rebels" he;,ded by the brilliPnt young

w.

E. B DuBois
0

of Atl~tP University Pnd Willian1 J;!onroe Trotter, editor of the Boston
Guardian, lrunched the so-c;,lled "Niagare YlOvement"· with a manifesto of
Negro rights pnd aims.
Niagara conference.

Four ·1ashington Negroes took p?rt in the first

Inspired by that example, leadershio long dormant in

colored Washington began to reassert itself.

Kelly Miller, professor of

MPthemPtics i>nc later dePn ;,t HowPrd University, G-eorge

w.

Cook, Trel!surer

of Howard, the Reverend Siar,uel Carruthers of the Galbraith AME church,

29 H Rpt 11072, 59C, 2S, 2.3 feb 07, fer ,065; St!!r, 1h Mey 09;

Herald, 21 May 07; Po~t, 11 Veb 13; Crisis, V, tpr 13, pp. 270-71; H;,yes,
Negro-Govt WorkeJ:, P• 33,

Francis J, Grimke of the 15·i;h Street Presbyterian church, three or four
other locvl pastors, Mary Church Terrell, 1rlfe of Judge Terrell and the first
president of the Nation:>l r ssociati on of Colored 1·/omen, Calvin Chase of the
Bee, end

P

score of other men end women who comr.:anded prestige abandoned the

tactics of suffering indigr:itics in silence end begc>n a CPmpaign of outspoken
protest, llgsiinst social injustice.3° Few of them openly criticized the con~
servative Booker WP.fhington ;:nd Mr:,,, Terrell while serving on the B<Prd of
Fduc!ltion rebuked a Negro newspsipermsn for objecting to the "Tuskegee idea"
of Negro education, although she herself advocated giving the colored child
in the District the same l'Chooling

Pe

the white,

But irrespective of their

feelings about l'.r. Wi>shington, ell of the e-rou1'.> joined in publicizing the
fact thet colored peo1'.>le Here not content to be hewers of wood and drawers
of water anrl th?t writes were deluded if1 like t.he New York Times,they
though~ ''the Negroes of the Ur,ited Stetes i>re doing very well. ,;3l
i'lthough Weshington' s riegro rnilitents constantly' gained adherents,
the city w.;,s not initi~lly in the front of the fight, perhsos because the
District's voteless ststus gave political le.;,der~hip to Uew York, Boston
.ind Chicrgo, perhPps also _becvuse colored peo~le in the largest Negro city
in the country, h;iving esceped the excesees of lily-white agit1ition which

the Deep ~outh was exµeriencing, were w.;,ry Pbout forcing Pn issue locally'

30 W. E. B. DuBois, Du:,k of Dawn; ~ Eas§!Z Toward Autobiography of
~ -89, 92~95; August Heier, "Bool:er T, Washington and
the Negro Prees," Journs>l £! Megro Hiftory, ~VIII, Jtm 53, pp. 75, 79,
80-81; Bee, 10 Jim, 22 Jul, l Sep, 25 llov O>, 25 I-pr 06, 26 Nov, 17 Dec
10; 18 !for, 29 Ju:i.. 11.

£. Race Concept• nn.

-3l Ltr, Mar .]-iurch Terrell to H. G. Pinkett, 9 ~eu
(L,C.); New York '.'.'imes, 18 Ao;• 13.

o6, Terrell mas

.,

lest j_t boomerang ,';i.olcnt.ly.
grr>ateGi; ;,zcende:icy, wt,-; c.1-J.

St

If, ::s one schol~r ?vers, Booker T. Wt,l'hington I io
i:>1med the firs~ decede of Lhe century, "coin-

cidec' with the neriod cf grute<-t ouo"e~s:'.or ;.!(,groei: have fpccd since the

Civil vJar, 11 -~hP birth of th~ '!at:i.nn;,l Ar.~oci"tion for the fdvPncement of
Colored People in Ne;. Yo'."'k C1.tv in 1909 must be 1•ecognized
beginning of -~he slow mPrch up1rnrd.

Sterted hy

P

Ill'

mPrking the

hrnrli'ul of ePrnest white

people, the Prsocic>tion wt>e 1i:.-ri-ci2l frori the firstJ 2 Not until the spring
a

of 1912 did/l11i>sh:Lneton br,incl of tho N!ACP orgenize, hut within a few months
it was one of the lc>rgest in the countr,.r Pnd counted l.43 members.
them ,1Ps so distinguishPd a uhite

ini,n

Among

as Chief Ju!'tice Stafford, but,

unlike the New York grouo, nhite members were fei;; here the most able of
the uopPr class l!egro commun:ty took chm-ge, bending their efforts upon
providing lcgi,l Pio for Negro victims of dii,cr:unination 0 33
Yet. grim

PS

things lo,,ked for :-11 /·meric11n Negroes in 1912, glec>ms

of hope wer€ visihle in WasM ne;ton.

"'hey dorived orincipally from the

changing point..of-view of the city's profession:al roci:>1 workers and the
volunteers they t,rained vs visitors in the slu.'IIS.

I'irst-hnnd exposure to

the conrli tions under which honest ha..•d-working colored :1\•milies hlld to live
gradually t2Uf:'lt fair-minded i,westig:>tors
confront,ing Washington's Neg:i·oes.

:i

good deal c>bout the obstacles

In 1908 the report of the President's

Homei: Conmiission md Pn eye-opening study in the United States Labor Depar·i;ment Bulletin enabled thoughtful people to cx:imine the statistical evidence

32 Heier, "Booker T. , AsbJ.ngton 8nd the Negro Pres!', n Journ 2f !!_
Hi~tori, XXXVIII, Jrn 1953, P• 88.
33 Negro Yea;• Book, l.Vi.2, ,i. 1.31; 'fhird hmuril ~ort Nc>tional
A:::sociFrl;ion for the .l'dv,·ncer.1t.nt of Colored People, n. 23 (hereafter cited
;;;--AnTRotNftAGPJ;Fl:i.nt KelJ.or;g-;-11Villard "nrl the !1rfCP," l-1c>tion, 188,
licr;~r, ]1-l~eb >9, 137-40; ~ Crisis, VJ., Aup- 13, o, 190.

that s-i:.arvation w: ges anr1 cle•;i,itution were directly related,

Certainly key

peoole in the issoci?ted Charjties eeased to l8bel poverty ;,nd extreme want
indications of moral deuravi ty,

True, white business men still occi>sionally

t;,lked ai, if pu:1lic in-~er::-st :.n lowering the Negro dN1th rate h11d no hurnPnitPri1m h2sis .?n J wa,-, merely

queetion of disposing of ?n unpleasant detril

E'

uhich interfered 1-1ith f11vorabJ.e advertising for the city, but few men sounded
P~ sure i:is once they h.?d thi,"i; Negro "shiftlessm>ss11 lay et the root of the

problem,

Furthermore, white :c,ssumptions thiit uoper class Megroes lacked

civie-mindedness received

P

jolt when

P

conoi l;,tion of scattered d1>ta

reve11lrd th:>t l{<>g1·oes not only hPd initiated thP i,nti-tuberculosis drive
in the city but Plso org.?nized the /lley Improvewent Jssocl.:>tion in 1901
cc>rried on a d8y nursery- for j_nfents of wo··king mothers :rnd provided summer
outings for colored children 0

'

Of ·U1e

$50,000 collected in Wf'shi~ton for

a colored YMCP colored people ~ntributed

f27,000.

Conferences between

Negro workers p',; the colored Southwest Settlement House and -white philan••
t,hrop;nsts came to be "remarkably free frol" race consciousness, the one
thought on both sides being ',;he cow,on welfare.,;

Negroes thus brought into

touch with whi•i;es active in W,,shington ch,>rities had opportunity to feel
the lightening of the :,tmosphere of censoriousness. 34
Inasmuch as white men's respect, not their charity, was the goal of
Uegro leflders, any sign th:,t

f•

segment of white WaEhington was ready to work

34 L £ Rpt, ~903, p. 2'.); Crisis, III, Dec 11, o. 51; ~ ~ 2f. Tr,
1910, p. 8; Times, M11y 11; Sarflh c. -Fermmdis, "In the ME>king," Ch11rities,
XV1, 111 Seo 07, pp. 703-05; Be~ 13 />or 07, 9 Ji,n, 13 Feb, 6 Mar, lrl-foy
09, 1 J::in, 19 M11r, 16 Apr 10, ?5 Nov 11, 17, 24 M:>y, 5 Jul 13; Washington
Sun, 12 Feh, lti M:,y

JS.

with them for the Collllllon good AS!'11med irlloort1>nce.
L~

the 2ir throughout the United ft;,tes

PS

Furthermore, reform w1>s

the presidenti,il election of

191? 2ppro2ched, :,nd noting t:'le fervor with which white muckrakers 1>nd
orogres~ives talked of the f,i--reaching soci:>l i>nd oolitic,il changes that
must come, thoughtful colGired men dared think refonn might extend to race
relations. Wechingtonians' disenfrenchised state in no way lessened their
interest in the Cl'lnpPign.

No,1e of the three MPjor party candidates made

explicit oromises, hut while ~epublicans pointed to President Taft's record
of Negro ?ppointments 1>nd Theo~ore loosevelt Pnnounced Bull Moose opposition

to "brutal" Del"ocr:>tic ;,nd "h.vnocriticel" Repuhlic1m r;,cial -oolicies,
Woodrow Wilson orePched the "New Freedom" with its gu;,r,intees of "fair and
jun treatment" for ;,11. 35 The Washington Bee warned of the risks of
trusting Pny Lemocr2t, hut when the election was over the editor urged his
readers to have f8ith in the assurances of the N/ACP Pnd influential
colon>d suooorters of Woodrow Wilson thPt the incorting President would not
countenance continued discriM~n;,tion Pnd segreg2tion. 36
Negroes in the csoit?l waited eagerly for word of new sopointments
1>nd mec>l'Ures thc>t would wipe out the Jim Crow sections in government offi.ces.
Narch 2nd most of fpril 1913 came c>nd went.
gave way to uneasinese.

Confidence in the "New Freedom"

Then piece by piece the world of colored Washington

fell aoart. Within the next few months the President dismissed all but two

35 See discussion in Long, "Woodrow Wilson i>nd the Negro,
PP• lL-32; Rep~!:.£ci>n ~~1J;n T~~t Book, 191?, p. 23~; Theodore
"The Progressives anil the ;:o1or-ed Men, 11 Outlook, CI, ~ 24
pp. 909-1?; frthur Link, "Negroes af a Factor in the Jrn10aign of
Jourrn>l of Negro His~, XXXJ I, Jan 49, p. 90.
36 Bee, 12 Dec 12.

1912-1916, 11
~oosevelt,
lug 12,
1912, 11

of the Negroes whom T!>ft hiid P-mointed "to offices of essent.iPl dignity Pt
Wiis·ington" and repl;,ced them with white men.

He nominPted a colored lawyer

from OklRhom!l for Register of the TrE'asury with the intention of mt>king the
Register's section 11n ?11-Negro unit, hut when the nominee, intimidPted hy
fierce opposition of the SenPte, withdrew his n;,me, Wilson l'T)pointed Pn
hnericPn IndiPn.
P

F'ven the recorderf'hip of deeds for the District of -0lUJ!lhia,

colored ureserve Rince l!1Rl, went to P white mPn in 1916.

By then the

only Negro to hold Pn Pppointive position in Wpshington WPS Robert Terrell,
confirmed in lprj l l9lh for ;•nother term es a municipal judge. 37

Dis-

illusioning to Negroei> though these snubs were, they were pin-pricks compared to the eegregPtionist policies officially s;,nctioned in government
dep?rtments in the summer of 1913.

Colored oeople, egh?st at this repudia,

tion of whi,t t.hey felt Wilson had solemnly pledged thei;i, refused for a time

to believe thi,t the President knew what was afoot, but in October 1913
when a delegi>tion led by i·[illi:>m l·,onroe Trotter of Boston begged him to
intervene, the President's evi>sive Rnswer dissip!>ted doubts:
in the federal government hPd his aoprov1>1 38

Jim-Crowism

0

"Segregation," reoort<'d a white officer of the NPfCP "is no new
thing in Washington, ;,nd the oresent administration ci>nnot he said to have
in;,ugurated it.

The pPst feu months of Det'locr;,tic PPrt;v control, however,

have given segreg;,tion impetuR ;,nd have been mPrked by more th!>n
•

P

beginning

·,
37 Bee, 29 Mt>r, 3 Hay, 25 Oct, 6 Dec 13; Nation, XCVII, 7 Aug 13, p.
llh; Crisis;-vr, Sen 13, o. 9, XII, /lug 16, o. 198; New Xork Times, 19 Feb,
25 Apr 1~; ltr, L. H. Pickford to Joseph Tur1ulty, 12 Jun 16, File 851•,
Wilson mss.
38 Bee 10 May, 19, 26 Jul, 25 Oct, 15 Nov 13; N1'/CP Reoort, 13 lug
13, File 1 ~Wilson mss.

of systematic enfo:rcemf>nt.

It is becoming ~nO\m es a policy of the oresent

goverruc.ent 1139 .As soon as tlw VirginiP-born President WPS instPlled in the
0

White House,

I'

group of Negro b;,iters CPlling themselves the National

l:ernocr11tic "Pir Pl;,y fssocil't::.on had undertaken to stir uo trouble in order
to get Negroes out of the mv:!.l service, restrict them to meni;,l jobs or
:-t the very lePst keeo white 11nd colored workers :,,ep1•r,ite 40 A F1>ir Play
0

co!l11littee bus\ ly poking Pbout in vr-rlbous offices hPd elicited complaints
from "Dell'ocretic cle,.ks :>nd other white emoloyees of the govennment who
are inimical to the Negro," ?nd had obt;,ined the bpcking of "Democratic
office-seekers" who declc1red :t.t in'~olerable for white oeople to work in
orox:imity to Negroes, let elone under their supervision.
;,poar,mtly convinced thPt rPCiPl friction

;:pi,

The President,

indeed rife in the executive

departmE>nts, WPs enxious to check it if only hec;,use it might imoeril his
legislative orograms.

41

Perh~os in the view of the southern background of

Postmaster General Albert Burleson, ~ecretary of the Treasury Williem
Mcl'doo, ;,nd Secretery of the Navy Josephus r.E>niels, segregation would have
become standard throughout their departments without the impetus supolied
by outside agitation :>nd tales of the shocked disoporoval of Mrs. Woodrow
Wilson at seeing on her first tour of the Post Office Deoartment colored
men :>nd white women working ir, the same room.

The ch;,nge, by whomever

•
39 "Segregption in Government Deoc1rtments," N/ J\CP Report of ,m
Investigation," 1 Nov 13, File 152, VI, Hilson mss (here11fter citedPs

NPICP Rot, l Nov 13.)

40 ~ . 30 Apr 13; Cri~is, VI, Jun 13, Pp. 60-63.

4l

Post, 30 Anr, ?, 20 M;,y 13; lt,.s, Rl'lnh T:vlf'r to Presirlent Wilson,

12 1-'ay Pnd 05'•ald G;,r,.iFon Vill;,rd to Wilson, 29 ~f'Tl 13, File 152.r, Wilson
mss; &e, 10, 17 r;,y, 14 Jun, 19, 26 Jul, 6 ~ep 13; trthur Link, The New

Freedom, OP• 245-54; Crisis, VI, Seo 13, o. 220, Oct 13, op. 298-99; see Plso
Long, "Woodrow Fileon ;,nd the N1>gro," np. 59-121, fo~ rn :-nalysis af the
President 1 f Pttitude.

inspired, hPd gone into effect in the Post Of~ice DeoPrtment before the end
of July 1913, Pnd by autumn thP ~rPasury, which h;,rl movPd ~ore CPutiously
while wPtching nublic reaction, hPd consigned the colored emoloyees of most
divisions to sep;,rate rooms ;,nd forbidden Pll Negro employees to use the
lunch tables and the toilet facilities th;,t for years oaFt they had shared
with their white fellows.

fimilar rules applied in the Navy Department as

well as in all federPl offices where segrPgation had obtained under Republican
rule.
"The effect is st:>rtling, " the NlfCP report noted.

"Those segregated

are regi>rded as a peoole i>oart, almoFt as leJ)E'rs, 11 White clerks, seemingly
without oerson;,l convictions, now s;,id they l'Pproved; to endorse the new
arrPnpement hPd hf'come"the thing to do."

Yet, Pr the Bee oointed out, ever

since President Cleveland had qua~hed every propospl of segregation in the
government service, "ffro-/lmericen clerks" had worked side by side with
white in "oeace and harmony. 11 L2 In the slll"rer of 1913 Booker T, WPshington
wrote

P

friend:

''I h;,ve nPver seen the colored people

discourPged and so bitter

PE'

[or Washington?' so

they are at the oresent time."

f

mass meeting

of some 10,000 neoole g;,thered in lPte October Pt the Metropolit;,n

fME

churGh to protest "the officializing of race prejudice," but for the moment
the "lepers" in the government service dared go no further lest they preci•

pitate a drastic ch:,nge in the Civil Service li,w which would extend segregation into every federal department end be far harder to rescind than the

•

word-of-mouth orders of dep;,rtment;,1 chiefs.43

L2 NP1'CP P.enort, 1 Nov 13; Bee, 15 Nov 13.

h3 Ltr, Booker T, l/:>shington to O,G, Villard, 10 Aug, enclosed in ltr
Villard to Wooorow 1•:ilson, lfl .~ug 13, File 152 l·lilson mss; Bee, 15 Nov 13;
Crisis, VII, Dec 13, o. 89.

Local lE'aders o( the N/t.tlCP re2lized thE>t 11 t>lmost every m;,n employed
by the government

imd

hy the schools risks his position when he stands on

our milit;,nt plotform," but they believed that only a united front could
•

stop the soread of r;,cial diecriminstion,
nized

I'

In the autumn of 1913 they orga-

sneakers' bureau to go from church to church, society to society,

i>nd lodge to lodge, "to 11rouse the colored oeople themselves to their
d;,nger)to make them feel it through i>nd through, and at the same time to
m;,ke them willing to make sacrifices for the c.ouse. 11
"nothing short of
f Pctions,

11

P

miri>cle, 11

In

2

The response was

city notoriously rent by 11 i>ll sorts of

I·rchih;,ld Grimke, nresident of the W.oshi~ton bri>nch, .olmost dis-

believingly Sl'W suoryort fo,. the N/ttCPprogr;,m come fro!" "school teachers

~-

c~

whom you"-not believe cared for .onything hut oleasure,~society women, young
Men,

1144

By the ei>rly months o.f 1914 the 1':;,shington br1mch had over seven

hundred dues~psying members and had sent nearly
quarters. 145

fLOOO

to nationi-1 head~

Influential white iren w~o believed in racial equality joined in the
fight.

Person;,l le·tters pleading with the President to Plter his course and

indignant articles in the libe~al mag;,zines and newspapers fld.led, hav-ever,
to persut'!de Mr. Wilson to reverse his oosition.
tance stiffened. When

!l

On the contrary, his resis-

second Negro dE'legation,Pgain led by William Monroe

Trotter, reminded h;m of his ePrlier oromise to see justice done, he lost
his te111oer and let the delegation know he Wt'!S not to be high-oressured.

•

The remonstrances, on the other hand, were almost certainly instrumental in

4!i Crisis,

VII, Feb 111, P">, 19?-93.

45 ~ . , VIII, M;,y lL, op. 32-~33.

preventing the wholesi,,le 8doption of segreg?tion throughout the government. 116
In Mprch 1911 when the HouFe Gomr-ittee on Civil ~ervi:e Reform helcl hePrings
on two bills cfllling for mPncla·~ory seoari;tion of "government e11TOloyees of
the white rPce fro!l' those of f fric;,n blood ;,nd descent;• the NJ' PCP WPS successful in getting the record made public.

The sponsors of the bills argued

that it was unjust to a member of "this inferior r11ce 11 to put him in a
position of authority over a CaucPsiPn; segregation was righteous, not
the st
f o o • the Lord h?d decreed ? lowly place for Negroes. When
unjust, discriminPtion.
linois congressman as ed: "Who
sey the

..By

c,m

Almighty decreed it?", Tiepresentative Aswell of Louisian? replied:
experience, 1ind first-hand knowledge."

017

"History,

Northern representatives did not

concur; both bills died in committee. 47
In the meantime the Suo~eme Court ruled thPt the federal Civil R~ghts
Act o:' 1B75, long Pgo declared unconstitutioni,l in the states, was invalid
Plso in federal territory,

P

decision which opened the door to new dis-

criminc1tory l;,ws in the District of .:Olumbia.
mePsures hec:,me l:,w in the T:istrict.

But no further restrictive

FrPsh Pttenrots to exclude Negroes

frolT' government service, ionti-Tlliscegenation and Jim Crow strePtc?r hills
and a segreg?ted residential bill pptternee on a B:,ltimore ardin?nce of

1913 all met with defeat.

Pressures in fact eased slightly in 1915 when

the Supreme Court in an unforeseen revers?l of ePrlier opinions refused to

·-

46 Oswald GPrrison VillPrd, "The President i-nd the Negro," Nation,
XCVII, 7 Aug 13, p. 114; Villard, "The PresidPnt and the Segregation at
WaFhington," !forth American, CXCVITI, Dec 1913, pp. 800-07; "The President's
Fn<lorsement of NPgro Segregation," Literary Digest, IL, 28 Nov 14, pp
1052-SL; "~ace B:i.scrimi ni>ti on :>t Washington," Inde"Oendent, LXXVI, 20 Nov 13,
n. 330, and ''P.Pce Segregation :-t Hashington, 11 ~ . , LXXX, 23 Nov 14, n. 275;
W;,srin,,zton Herald, 16 Nov 11,; Times, 13 Nov lli; Crisis, IX, Jim 15, P?• 119~27.
0

l17 Negro Ye:;1r Boo!s_, 1911.--15, o"• 34- 36; H Comee on ~eform in the )ivil
Se-vice 63c, 2S, Segregi,tion 2£ ~i:ks an,, !"m-eloyees , n the Civi.l Se~,
6 Mar 14, pp. 3, 7.

Pllow nearby !,fpry-1;,nri to trri te

FJ

"gr;indfather clPuse" into her constitution. 4 8

"~ore th,:,n seventy-five oe~cent of the oresent segregc>tion," the
Bee remimlecl its rePders in 1915, "wai> trPnsmi tted to President Wilson by

•

the P,enublic;,ns." And, while omitting mention of ;, cll;,nge in Jivil Service
rulef wherehy P'1"Jlici>nts filing for examinations must now submit their
photogrc>nhl', the editor noted more lfogro nromotions in the civil service
thi>n in years oPst.

fuch statements, true though they were, were clearly

designed to bolster Negro morPle when it hc>dly needed bolsterine;.

For, as

realists hPd foreseen, the Pdministrption nolicy me;int to white citizens
Pnd moFt coroorPtions in the District thi>t short of open violence they could
car~y discriminPtion virtually

PS

fer

PS

they chose.

The transit comoanies,

to be sure, were not Pllowed to introduce Jim Crow CPrs, ;,nd white real est2te
firms could not enforce by l2w housing covenc>nts restricting Negroes to
black helts td thin the city, but informal 2greements hetween sellers and
buyers effectivel y strengthened the residential oolor line.

In 1914

Moorfield ~torv of Boston, Presi• ent of the National Associ2~ on for the
idvancement of Colored Peonle, pe-rsu;,ded the American Bar ftssoci;,tion to
rescind its recent ruling th;,t no Negro cot>ld he elected to membership, hut
the substitute orovision th;,t PpplicPnts must stPte their race and sex
served the s~e ourpose.

Negroes were un;,ble to buy tickets to the Boston

.-

Symnhony Orchest~P concerts; colored school teachers were excluded from a

•

8
4 See 11bove ch XV; Crii'Sis, VII, Har lL, po. 252~53; Negro Year Rook,
1914-15, "Jo. 30, 34--35, 39; Times, 3 Dec 14; Bee, Ii Oct 14, 27 Feb0Mar
15; Sun, 25 Jun 15; H Rpt 131""o;o3c, 3S, l Feb 15, Ser 6766; "Intermarri<>ge
of Whites and Negroes in the uistrict of Columbia, and SepPrate Accommod;,tions in Street Cars for 1,bi te and Negroes in the District of Columbia, 11
Hearing before H Dis ~mmittee, 11 Feb 160

tePchers' lPctu,.e serif's held in the Congr€'g:•tionPl church; Pnd no Negro
c:ivic org,inizrtions werP invited to join with the fifty-six white in olcinning
better correlPtion of the city's recreation.sl i,ctivities, While not all
white Washingtonians shared the nrevPiling colorphobic1 Pnd Chief Justice
f(...

Wendell Stc1fi'ord fought it in the District fupreme Court,/\tenctency outside
Washington until the election ci>nrp;,ign of 1916 began wi,s to dismiss raciPl
problems in the C?pitPl rs purely "locc1l issu<>s" of no concern to the rest
of fme'"icP. 49
The Ptti,cks ;,nd the only less dishePrtening indifference of white
people, however, had the effect of mainteining the new solid,-rity in the
Nf,gro world,

In W;,shington1 s triple colol'f'd comMUnity

sPnse of cohesive-

P

ness, l;,cking for thi~ty yerrs, had begun to emerge before 1911; it strengthened
extrPordinPrily during the crisis of 1913 pn~ 191L, hut

P~

1

the strurgle

i>g;,inst r1<ce nrejudice dr:>gged on, the f Pilures to make hPPdway might well
have disi,olved the new bonds,'l'hat it endured was the gre;it triumph,

In

other cities, also, ;it le:,,i,t in the North, upper clPfS Negroes, the "talented
tenth" uoon whom W, F.B. DuBois Pinned hope!' for the race,

SAW

they could

not remain detached from the lwer class black, no mPtter how superior they
knew themselves to he and no m;,tter how uncongenial they found his society.
But the growth of "group-identification" Pmong all cl1>sses of Washington
Negroes had soeciel signific;,:-c e, both bec;,use elaborate class distinctions
were older here than in most of the United Pt1>tes and bec;,use all colored
oeople recognize<i Wi>shington ns the center of Negro culture in J\merica. 50

__

____ _

_,._

49 Bee 6 Dec 13, 31 Oct 1~, lS Mr-y 15; H:,yes, ~egro Govt Worker, pp.
Crif'is, VII, Jpn ll1, o. 117, Feb ll, oo. 142, 1 9; ~un, 26 Mar, 30 Apr 15.

=
----

50 Negro YPar Book, 19lh-15, po. 43, 4S; frnold H. ~ose, The Negro's
!,!orale, Gro~ Identificcition ~"!ld ~rotest, po. 57-95.

To this change in Washington the ,new nttitude of the~ suoolies an
index.
•

lihere its oagPs week •fter week jn the 1Bro•s and 1890 1 s hPd carried

scPthing ac~ounts of Negro discrimim,ti on rgrinst Negroes Pnd had sneered
at Pny colored mPn who rchieved distinct·on, the editori!'ls ?nd news
articles as the ?0th century grew older rri,duPlly took on a constructive
character,

Calvin Ch11se, it is t,.ue, indehted ?She

WAS

to Booker T,

Washington for fin;,nci;,l Pid, lrshed out periodicrlly Pt W. F. B, DuBois,
;,rch ooponent of Mr, Wa!'hin£;ton I s ,uhservient te:achings, but after the de?th
of the Tuskegee lePder in November 1915, those explosions in turn eneed.
Chi:,se saw fit to needle colored nen who so1ight their own advantage at the
sacrifice of principle.

He call~d ?ttention to the:

destructive self-

ishness of Negro candidPtes for office under the proscriotive Democratic
rer.ime.

"Woody,~ he decll'red, "believed his segregPtion policy was

"Oproved bv the black gentry bec:,ui;e so mrny of them were arucious to serve
uncler him, segreg;,tion or no segregntion, 1151 S;,rc1>stic;,lly Chase observed
that no locPl colored iren h;,d h?d the oourage to 1>sk the President in person
to define his position on race questions as WilliPm Monroe Trotter of
Boston had twice obliged him to do, first in Hovember 1913 and again a yeer
52
later.
Yet in taking cowPrcls Pnd thP me;,n-rninded to t;,sk, the Bee also
accorded praiPe to colored men of firm convictions and lPrger vision.
Scoldings at Negro short-comings bec/lllle progressively fewer and turned
instead into exhortAtions to oush on with the noble work of establishing e
self-respecting, !'elf-sufficient Negro Washington within the l;,rger comrunity.
5l ~ , 5 l'ar 15.
52 Ibid,, 26 Nov, 17 Dec 10, 18 M.-r, 29 Jul 11, 10 lug l?, 17 Jan,
7, 28 Feb, ?Mar, 21 Nov ll1, 16 Jan, 27 Feb 150

Four other Negro publi'.:Ptions were 2ppePring regulPrly in the District
in 1911.i and 1915--the short-lived Washington Sun published by

2

gifted but

•

erratic protege of Booker T. 1-/ashington, the Wi>shington tmeric;in, Pnd two

•

m<>gllzines, the Odd Fellows Journ:,J. and the N;,tional Union, organ of;, Negro
im~urance cor<:p;,ey,
UEeful c:,reer,

In 1915 the Journal of Negro History begPn its long and

The AmericPn, ;,n uninsoi~ed, rrther shabby-looking sheet,

!lnci the !lhly edited Sun pursued the same line
bellico~e languRge:
ci ,ric

<'S

the Bee, ;,lbeit in less

buy colored, supnort colored chf'rities and colored

enterorises, take nri de in Negro .-chievements ;,ntl don 1t be "Jim Crvwed"

by p11tronizing ,:,l;aces where Negroes :;re serregt-ted,

The four-fold progrPm

was already fmili:>r, but the emphasis on N'ee;ro successes won by Negro
cooper?tion w:,s novelo

Gredu;,lly business firms :,nd non-orofit groups

alike adopted the techniques of advertising that Negro solidarity hrid
accomplished.

The Howard Theatre, which .'.li'ter two or three yeprs of white

management reverted to colored in 1913, provided good entertainment--some
plr-ys, more minstrel shows rnd musicals such es those given by the "Black
P;,tti Troubadours"-~and by renting the premiseic for Cl'I'ei'ully staged amateur
perfom;mces now and £'gain served ai; a kind of community cultural centero
Pt the M1>jestic vaudeville theatre 11nd two new Negro movie houses colored

audiences never had to fpce the humiliations of Jim-Crowism,

In Le Droit

Park Sooo colored residents could enjoy a similar freedom by giving their
custo~ to the Negro,owned grocery store.

The Sun, rem2rking that the local

Negro Business League hi>d gone "to sleep" in 1913, begim in 1915 to carry
2

directory of reliable Negro business firms in the city.

ment store in

R

A colored depi,rt-

builm ng on 14th street enroloyed only colored help

a long-felt want.

2nd

U street in northwest Vashington w11s bf'coming the

met

colored l'.onnecticut fvenue.

In southwest rlashington the new T:ougl,iss

Hotel offered colored tcuristP an<l conventions comfortRble i>ccornmod?tions.
The Negro newspi,pers hegPn to insist on use of the CPpit;,l N, after 1914
frequently ceoit;,lized "colored" also -nd, doubtless in the interest of

•

r;:,cial hi,rmony, or11ctically dro'lped the term "bl:>ck" froM their pages.
the new oropagPnd;, desoite it~ militance
br?gg?docio th11t

h?d

W?E

But

refreshingly .free of the

forme:•ly accorrro11nied ?ttemnts to encourage Negro

enterprise in the city. 53
True, there was more to t;ike pride in,

PE

the soci2l disorganization

th;,t h;,d long ch;;,r:octerized colored Washington began to yield to cor-munity

-.X.-.9fr'

effort. Nowhere were the results more noticeeble than in the /cheri ties and
civic undert2kings. Progres, had begun even before the disafters of the
Wilson era added impetus.

By the spring of 1913 the recently opened colored

Y1''.C/i built brick by brick by Megro workmen

free of debt, Pnd the Execu-

W8S

tive Secretary renorted oper;,t5.ng costs of t8200 met during the first year
with;, 56-cent balance, The Y quickly becRme
community feeling.

soci;,1 center that fostered

a

"The fraternPl spirit existing between the Y ;,nd the

local ministry is happily sho1-m in the use by

number of the churches of
the grei,t swimming pool for baptismal purposes. 1154 The locel brench of the
?

N/i!CP, the Public fchool Jthletic League, the ChristiPn Endepvor Union, the
Welfare Club, the F'eder8tion of Ci•J:i.c JIS!'oci?tions, t11e locl'l Medical Society
Pnd other orgPniz"t:ons used the building for their meetings.

YWCJ eir:p@nded its orogrPm E>n<l oiiid off t>ll but
1913.

El

The colored

small il'\debtedness during

While public-spirited l1egroes admitted that too few well-to-do fc1milies

53 Bee 26 Nov 10, 20 Feb, 19 Jun, 10 Jul, 2 Oct 15, 25 Mar 16;

!l Jan,

5,

ITT'eb, 12 Mar, 23 Apr 15; Crisis, XI, Dec 15, op. 90-94.

54 Bee,

17 Mc1y 130

contributed to charity,

P

new-born deterrniru>tion to c:rrry on without

depending on white phili>nthropy apparently helped to elicit funds from
Negroes who once would hPve taken the Rttitude:

•

let the whitesshoulder the

burden, since they are responsible for the colo~ed mrn 1 s plight.

At the

;,nnui>l meeting of the <Jolored ~oci:,l Settlement in Lecemher 1913, the
princippl SPE'aker, Roscoe :.:Onkling Bruce, fEsistPnt Suoerintendent for the
colored schools, stressed to the audience th;,t it

WM'

Dr. John R. Francis,

';/pshirJEton1 s leading colored physiciPn, who h:id lc1unched the center
which l'lany and various efforts for soci;,l uplift Pre oremized. 11

11

c1bout

Bruce's

stirring PpPePl for generous ~unport of t'is orim;,rily Negro-sponsored
ch:>rity included

?

plea for te11chi ng colored children ;,bout the great men

of their own race, for only so would the younger gencrat' on escaoe being
overwhelmed by the prestige of the white ri>ce '-'Iii avoid the iJnpairrnent of
colored initiative.

In much the same vein the founders of the newly

org;,nized Oldest Inhabi tents I ssociPtion ( '°lo red) of Warhington announced
their purpose to be the fostering of Negro civic pride.55
It would he untruthful to picture colored Washington in 1915 ;ind
1916 ?S "unified community fr-ee of the old divisive jealousies and destructive b;,ckbiting, its individual rr.emhers now sinele=mindedly working all for
one ~nd one for Pll.

Indeed to im~gine porsible P soiritunl revolution of

the proportions neces~ary to completely reshi'oe the socinl struc~e of the
Negro world in the Ci'pit?l uould be naive in the extreme.

I

Leaders f,'1tered,

55 Ibid., 28 J;,n 11, 24 J•li>y, 21 Jun, 5 Jul, lA Oct, 6 Dec 13; !"un,
ll Jan 15; John 11. 0 ?yn'~er, £.. " n u ~ o.r the Ann~s-3:!l ~ Bang_1:!et of the
C'ldest Inh;,hi•~e.nts f!lsoci?tionT::Olored) of the District of ::Olwnbi11, tpril

M,1nL.

-

-·-- - -

-

quarrels perfitted, particul,rly over tecch;l:ng mmointments anrl 'oromotions
in the school system, ?nd eelf-contemot srown in the she~r meanness

•

or

Negro to Negro continued to interfere with the import;,nt ti,sk of raising
the econoriic level of Pll cl11fsef of Kegroes. 56 "'ew were willing as yet to
<1is.;rird clrss distinctions based largely uoon degree of color, although the
cost of rPcial die,unity wa!' ;,s hieh

iJor

the light-colored Jauc;;,sian-featured

oerson as for the hl;,ck-skinned Eegroid-looking. 57 :1-.oreover, the tightening
of the net drawn by strengthened white hostility, while binding courageous
colored people together in a common purpose, strl'ngled the will of the
weak i>nd til'li.d; circu"!st:,nces that ;,wake11£>d

11

fi,..hting spirit in some of

the r11ce strioned othe~s of the Cl'])acity to hold

UP

their heads at all 0

Nevertheless the energy with which Negro leaders set themselves to end
lynching in the £outh end r;,cial discrimjnation everywhere was truly
impressive.
\-/, E. B. DuBois l;,ter wrote of the early years of the Wilson ?dministration, "Quite sud,lenly the

Pl"O"I':?M

for the N/ AC0 , which

U'O

to tllis tine

h,H' been mc:,-e or lese indefinite, was ml'de clef'r ;,nrl intensive."

The

Washi;1r,ton br;,nch enjoyed sever<'l successes, forestalling 11dverse legislation, getting a few Negroes reinstated in their government jobs and keeping
the annual congressional appropriation for Howard University and its 300
college students.58 Besides a vigwous separate University cha~ter,by 1916

--- -------,

I

56 Sun, 5, 26 Feb 15; ltr, H, c. Terrell to Robert Terrell, n.d.,
H.C. Terrellmss. Prc>cti~ally F>very issue of the Bee car~ied some complaint
~bout Negro school administrators·• injustices t-o some Negro teachers.
57 i'un, 15 Jan, l? Feb, 26 Har, 9 Apr 15.
58 W.E.B. DuBois, Dusk of Da;m, np. 235-36; Sun, 15 J<"n, l? Mar 15;
>rii>is, I"{, T'eb 15, o. 217, XI, Hov 15, p. 35.

:lashington had the largest brmch in the United States,

l~s 116L members

n?t~on?l headqua:rters considered "really a ni>t'on?l vigil;:,nce committee to
w;:,tcb lef".iPl?tion in Congri?ss anl lei>d the fight for Negro manhood rights
'>t •.he ~,miti>l of the n?t;.on. ·,

Wafbington Negroes thus h?d greater influence

in nrtjon;,l conncils then f'ny gr::,up outside New York.59
Yet differences of opinion ines::Pprbly arose over how best to meet
p;irtic,mler situat1ons

N;

well as over long-term strategy,

For example, in

which direction should Wa10hine;ton Negroes lean when the discusi,ion of
Cistr' ct Home ":ule rc>vived in 1916?

1\t

one time the local colored press

had a:,-gued that voting in .,,unicinPl elli'Ctions w2s essenti1>l to the nrogress
of tl-'1' ci ty 1 s Negro col11!l'unity.

~t as Henry West and Frederick Siddons

had t•lways tre;,ted Negroea with exempl;;,ry f;,j_rness and Oliver Newman md
Louis Brownlow showed no recial :trPjudice, might not colored people be
bett<'r off under the rule cf cominissi.oners like those th;,n under officials
c"osen by

B

two-thirds white electorate?

Most colored men side-stepped

th,.. question; if white ci. tizens oersuadc>d Congresf to restore the frp.nchise
i:o tr.e community, then would be time enough for their colored neighbors to
seek their share of local political power.
to oursue when "The Birth of
movie houses?

?.

Agein, what wa~ the wise course

Nation" be91in its long run in Washington

Sone men, Feeing it as ;_,n incitement to race hatred, wanted

to derernd that the com~issiorers ban the picture, just as they had barred
th-, N'ize fight film of Jack Johnson beating Jim Jeffries; other colored

59 Cri~is, XI, ~·rr 16, o. 256, XII, Aug 16, n, 197; see also list
of vlri~hinrton rneMbers at the 1916 conference .it ftreen.i.a, New York, PrograMme
1n 'Ma~''Y Ghurch Terrell rnsso

hellevot th t a peti.t.' on for censorshio would merely !'dvertise the

p opl

0

offer i ve • cl ille film ~ore i..i.-0c 1.,0 60
In the n"tj on,:,1 ;,ren;, forro leader!' h:>c to ex~m:i.ne elternatives as
t

• •icln•tj <'1 ;::;,mp•ign of 1916 opened.

c.. c· sior. to eupport thn "cpublicPn crndidcte relPtively easy to

" e

rer c. ; ~n ;,ey ci>sc i t
<icents could ac·~,

,.

HI'S

not

mrtter upon which ,;asliington I f' voteless

But whe'.;he:i:- to join with whites in working for

u~.t;,1.

In ,June 1916 they ml'rched in ;, big prep;,redneEE parade, but,

·.

Crowed ·nth a vengei>nce" end two days later

w re

r

•eiate!J with " form;,1 seg,·cg, tion order from the War Deprrtment.

e rE.'<UE

t'

'l::-dn-r

r tt

.-·::-r

1

,m

i

w·s 1~t,.r reecindE'd but before the end of October the first

Mexi"~n ho~der.

J•>

1

Six months l;,ter the United ~t;,tes' declar;,tjon of

tho CPnt.,.;,l '.'o,:ers would force uoon :-11 Jl.me~c:>n Negroes a decision

rer

~Y OJ"

At

st of , }few Jerr:,ey congrPssmc1n whose reelection hung in the bc1l2nce

·;!

"

a

i nc l prep;irecnesi:11 wi s :, quf'i:tion that directly faced colored men in

'·t

0

The Democratic p;;rty rE'cord

o be Americ~ns fi.ret en, !1ef,roes second or to let white AlnEP'ic.-ns

Wi thou'; voluntary h<'l-o from the oeoole they treated

11s

second-clPss

·tl.:1,enR.,. 61
J ...
"till every ifashingtoninn deily ,rubbed elbows With or at lenst was

60

'.l. )5; Be~ 23 Apr, 21.i Sep Ol.i, 2 Nov 07, 11.i
7.5', 19 Feb, 1 Apr 16; Sun, 12 Mar 150

£nioi~, XI, Nov 15,

,fov OP, 25 Oct 13, ?O Feb

fl ~tn, 9 A:r,r l5; 2, 17, 19 Jun, 9 Sep, 21 Oct 16; Rose, The
:e•ro 1 •· '-'or~le, pn. 38-39; Seventh J1nnu11l Reoort tT!/ICP, 1917; Crisis, XII,
Ju 1"6; ;, 194; ltr, W.'S.B. DuBois to ~•oodrow ::ilson, 10 Oct 18, file 152,
~n l ' l "i;,J., Boston Br:>nch !e~ro <'.qual Politic,.]. ,,ivhts League, 20 Por
l F".ln 152J\, l"tlson msso

of t'1e

r"sence of

e pl

ot o

his o~n r"ce.

Scor~s o

Negroes

weri:; ar PC'ute1y :c>1cer!"Pd with' mr c io,il tax tion, ci vie better:nent and

,rt.

ic

rrmth

i:>"

were uteir \ lite 'lkin."led n •ighbo,.s.

Whether they would

n e,q,er·.ment of 1913 in publishl.ng
? (;l'O c · ..,y di rec o r-y 'P.
'1 •

.ite

~ 1~

,.

62

•

<

(i.,

!"el'.levtPc1.

62

Colore.-J W?shin(!ton, 1~rgely

'1,i)'olly unec-11,-.1 in • t,·tuis. nevert.'-ieJes, W!'s oart of the over-

Chapter XIV
Every-day Life and the ./lrnenities in the White Community, 1878~1901
,I•

J
I

.'

Proud as 't!!ishinrton wP.s of her civic improvements :,nd her chariti.es, it
w:,s ·!:.he orderlines!' of d:>i],y rou'l-inee t-nd the cht-rm of her social life that
endeared her to her white residents and to vieitors.

The lnrger the city grew

and the wider the sweep of goverrunent activities, the rnore canplex became social
relationships, but the tensions that marred life in other 1'.mericim cities were
relaxed in 1:ashington. Person2l anxieties endured

2t

every social level fror.1

'!.hat of the underpaid school teaclie1· ena the government clerk without a civil
service rating who was hrrried by "the uncertairty of office tenure which makes
the young woman of twenty. five have the wrinkles of forty, 111 to that of a Henry
Arjarns obliged to watch his gifte1 wife sink into a melancholia that ended in
suicide.

Yet English travelers critical of most things fmerican were delighted

and astonished at Hasbington 1 s ngreeable serenity.
Compi-red with New York or Chicago /;rote the Dean of P.ochestey,
Washington, althoµgh it ts full of corn111otion and energy, is e city of rest
and poace. The inhabitants do not rush onward as though they were late
for the train or the n05t, or ?S though the dinner hour being p2st they
were ~nT~ous to aooease an irritable wife • • • • The e:,r i~ not deafened
by the cl:,nging of bells, the roll of the cars, and the tramping of feet
which never seem to pause. It was a busy day••• on which we arrived,
the first d~y of the Meeting of Congress •••hut t~ough ther~ was a great
gathering of Representatives, there was no commotion or din.
Another Englishmen spoke of the impres:aion Wa~hington gave "of comfort, of

6· '
7 •·
I

V

...
'

leisure, of space to spare, of statelines you hardly expected in America.

It

'

1 Cleveland LePder, 3 Apr 84.

2 T:.,e Very Reverend S, Reynolds Hole, Dean of Rochester,~ Little Tour
2[ America, pp. 309-10.

605
looks e sort of oli>ce where nobody h;,s to work for his living, or, at any rate,
not hard. 113
By

mid-20th-century st:>ndards, oeople did not work hard, or at least not

unier high pressure.
~

..~-·-

In reassuring her brother that her new job in the Dead

Letter branch of the Post Office Department was not excessive:t;y- onerous, Virginia
Grigsby wrote in 1883:
We are fixed with every convenience, long desks, eesy revolvinr chairs,
footstools, plenty of servents i>nd no specific i>~ount of work to be done •
• • • There are all ladies in this room, and therefore thev do es they
choose, most of them hring dressing si>cquPs end put them on to work in.
Some even take off their corsets. You know 1·'.ama never weers iin.v at ho111e,
perhaps she may he able to do all this in the Lend Office.4
The "servants," thet is government messengers, seldom hurried.

Government offices

closed at four in the afternoon and onl;y- common laborers, artisans, clerks in
stores, and domestic servants worked longer hours.

Office workers breakfasted

at eight or nine, had a cup of coffee, e "dairy lunch" or a sandwich at noon,
and at four o'clock went home to a hearty dinner or dined in one of Washington's
numerous restaurants.

"The lunch rooms of Washington are a ch1>racteristic of the

city," wrote "Cerp" in the early l8Ro•s.
has their like.

"I know of no place in the world that

They are found in every block and usually keep excellent coffee

Pnd delicious rolls. • • • There are places where you get a common cup.
• •
with three rolls and butter for ten cents." A dairy lunch room opposite the
Treasury much frequented by government clerl;s served coffee in "pint shl'lving
mugs"; customers helped themselves to sug.,.r from two "holy Wl'lter basins chained
to the wall" 1>nd then relPxed in the wicker chflirs ahout the room while they

i>te

the sandwiches they h11d hrought with them. 5

3 G, v:, Steevens, The !,and of the Dollar, p. 92.

4 Ltr,

Virginia Grigsby to Hart Grigsby, Jul 83, Gibson-Humphreys mss (SHC).

5 Cleveland Leader, 5 Jen 83,
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Save in the closing days of~ congressionPl session, the pace of life
was equ;,lly leisurely 1>t the C;,pitol, "a little city in itself" peopled by "the
busiest, wittiest 1>nd hriainiest men" in the United States.

•

men took their til"e over their business and pleasures.

Senators and congress-

In the House of the 1880 1 s

membe-s talked and laughed, feet frequently propped on desks above the ever-present
cuspidors, in an atmosphere as easy as that of a hotel barroom.
corridor leading from the House to the Senate, -£he
city,

Along the

chief street of the miniature

stood small shops selling ohotogr;,ohs, candy ;,nd newspaoers, a telegraoh

office ticking out messages, and at one end invariably a crowd of lobbyists,
politici1ms, strangers, deadbi,ats and bogus pension lawyers; ·6 But the mret
skillful seeker of favors knew that undue haste was self-defeating.

He might

well find his best opportunity during an evening of billiards at one of the
hotels where congressmen played or watched "as though -~hey were Monte Carlo
g11rtblers. 117 Early in the nineties shops ;ind stands were cleared out of the
Caoitol and greater decol'UDI came to prevail on the floor of the House, but the
heightened ser-se of propriety did not hasten the tempo at which the directly
elected representatives of the people conducted their affairs.

Senators, as if

to stress their greater importance, made a point of behaving with more punctilio
but, like their lesser associates, they were not driven to hurry their deliberav
tions or their sociabilities. 8
In the last decades of the 19th century

8

few congressmen still lived in

boardinghouses, but representatives who found the ca~it;,l too expensive to warrPnt
6

.

Ibid., 22 nee 82; A. Maurice Low, 11Wi>shington, the City of Leisure,"
Atlantic Monthly, LXXXVI, 759-71.

7 Cleveland Leader, 29 Jun, 23 Nov 83.
8 ~ Outlook, CVI, 7 Feb lu, op. 317-18.

moving their families to Washington generally ortronized hotels anti /lte at
restaurants, Plthough "thirty-five or fifty cents is the least for which one
can get a passalble breakfpst or rlinner. 11

•

There

WPS

a considerable choice of

plPces to dine; some of the most famous are still favorites--·~he fomal djning
room opening off Peacock 1\lley in the Willard Hotel, the Ebbitt House across
from the Willard, Harvey's Fish House, and Hall's near the river front where a
magnificent bar surmounted by a huge painting of a nude Venus added a special
attraction.

In the 18fl0 1 s "Carp" informed his Cleveland readers "it would take

the best pllrt of

P

Congressman'f'. salary

L°fi5,0027 to pc>y his board and whiskey

bills, if he dirl not take a high room {above the second storiJ and leave his
family at home. One New York Congressman paid t600 a week for his rooms at one
119
of the hotels.
f. decade later the pinch of hard times cut down that kind of
extravagance.
As "private board" at a minimum of $5

:>

wePk seemed high to moi;t people,

bo~rdinghouses remained a Washington institution.

ft the end of the century,

gener;:,ls' ?no statesmen's widows ran many of the most select,

Though these did

not necessarily serve the best food, the seating arrangements followed protocol
as carefully as the White House would at a state dinner. Young men and women on
their way up j_n the world occupied lowlier places than t.he eminent "has-been",
and the head of the establishment exercised scrupulous judgment about who outranked
whom in between top and bottom. As late as 190L Louis Brownlow, then a little
known young newso;,perm?n hut destined to become a District commissioner eleven
years later, felt himself privileged to be a~signed to the bottom table at Mrs.
Bocock's boardinghouse on Q street; she accepted him only because he came properly
recommended.

Boardinghouse table m!'tes, if frequently boring or slightly pompous,

at least exposed the newcomer 5.n Washington to a conic-sectioned view of the ci ty 1 s
9 ClP.vPland Leader, 5 Jan, 30 Nov 83.
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inhabitants ranging from s:alesmen to people "in office," the phrase government
clerks used to describe their stetus. 1O
Another Washington ir.sti tution was the public market, patronized by society
matrons as regularly as by boardinghouse keepers and economy-minded housewiveso
On market day elegant lPd~es descended from carriPges eriven hy stove=pipe hatted
"dartcy-11 coachmen and, tr:•iled hy

11

retainer carrying a hasket, made the rounds

of the stalls at the Ce:1tre Mi;rket to select the fresh fruits and veget1Jbles,
the eggs and chickens. or the woodcock, wild duck and other &-pecial delicacies
of the season,

The,:• rich people and poor rubbed elbows while chatting with the

vendors and remnrk~ng on the weather to acqueintances.
regarded marketh.g in person

PS

The true Washingtonian

much part of well-ordered living as making calls

or serving hot chocolate to morning visito1·s.
For th•; government clerk with a family to raise in Washington, life was
likely to 'b, less eventful than for the temporary resident.

''We rarely go to

the theat•e or to concerts," regretfully remarked a federal employee with a
1-:ife an 1 three children to support on his r16OO annual salary.

As his rent was

f30, •ood ;ind coal bill f8, the gas hill Cl.5O, milk t.2.30, groceries (15,
pen .shable s bought at the market

"-25

and the servant's wages Ml a month, there

1:·s little left over for enter-taining guests or for exoensive amusements.

Thousands

of families 1,ere in a comoarahle oi: worse position, since t16O0 was a handsome
salai·y even in 1900 ;.,nd pli>ced a man well up in the ranks of government service.
'l'he mi,n who earned f:200O expected and was expected to give occasional form;,l

336=ho.

10 Ibid., 3 Apr, 30 llov 83; Loui's Brownlow, ~ Passion for Politics, pp.

11
Mary S, Logan, 'l'hirty Years in Washington, p.
Picturesque l:as:1ington, P• 259.

525;

Joseph W. Moore,
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dinner o;irt:i.es complete with soup, fish, game, ro.ost, savory end appropriate
wines with each course.

Government p::.y rates remained at the levels set in the

J.870'", but any hardshio caused by a rise in the cost of living was mitigated
by the fact that everyone knew exactly what his neighbor earned and therefore

•

\ibet the proprieties demanded of him 0 12
Regardless of income, a good many people spent some money on outdoor
diversion.

tthletics and orgsnized sports took on new importance as suburbs

ate into the open country and cut off city~dwellers from the fields and streams
that had once 11ade hunting, fishing and picnicking universal pastimes.

Bicycling

on lfashington's smooth asphalt pavements had an early and long-lasting vogue,
·•mong women as well as men.

Bella Lockwood, the f:i.rst wom11n lawyer to be admitted

to practice before the Pupreme Court and the only woman ever to he a p~rty nominee
foi· President, created a mild sensation in the early 188o I s when, with an

u_n..,

concerned showing of her bright red stockings, she pedalled down Pennsylvania
'!Venue at ten miles an hour.

More conservative ladies arrayed in elaborate

cycling costumes soon took up the sport.

In the nineties when smaller circwn-

ferenced wheels replaced the high front-wheeled models, a male dare-devil made
sporting history by riding down the long flight of stone steps from the Capitol
to the ?fall. While boating on the "silvery Potomac" lost none of its appeal,
the Columbia Boat Club turned itself into the Athletic Club in 1887 and, in
addition to its boathouse in Georgeto,m, opened tennis courts, a running track

'

and a lacrosse field on Analostan island.

Young ladies, again in specially

designed costume, occasionally played tennis or tried their hands at ~rchery, and
1 2 Star,

4 Dec 84; _!!.~. Regist,er, 1886, 1900; Day Book of Carrie Angell
Collier, ms in ooEsession of the author. See also Brownlow, t "assion for
Politics, p. 340.
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old and young cf both e~xes joined in plAying croquet.

After the commissioners

opened a public bathing bel'!cli in 1891, swimming in the rive- drew thousands of
people every swruner.

•

Golf, neces~~rily a sport confined to the well-to-do,

became faFhionable when links opened ~t the country club in the li>te eighties.
.J

Amateur football, however, <1Wakened nore general enthusiasm,

Interest in pro

fessional sports divided almost eq>Jally between orize fights and baseball until
the National League cut its te1>ms to eight, Pnd the fenators, which for years
hed ended the season at the botum of the Leegue, dropped out of sight. 13
Fortunately some forms o · entertainment cost little or nothing.

Custom

had not staled lfashingtoni.,ns 1 ·,leasure in Saturday c1fternoon gatherings in the
White House grounds:
Then the lawn if filled ,ith a well-~dressed crowd as cosmopolitan as you
will find anywhere and the hig }'.arine Band, one of the best in the world,
clad in their flaming suitE of red and gold, give forth the finest music •• •
Among the crowd you will find the best dressed and finest looking Uegroes in
the world; you may bump agf'inst a treasury clerk or a cabinet officer, and
you may discuss the toilet :f Frau Van Nirgends, the chief lady of a foreign
legation, or of pretty litt le pe.?chy Misf' Smith whose father is a messenger
in the Treasury, and then t.1e nature, the flowers, the trees and the long
stretch of beautiful scenerr away on the Potomac beyond the big 1s1hite
monument, make a combinatior of which any country may be proud 0 14

o

National celebrations, moreover, periodically swept citizf>ns into "the great
stream of current politicel ,ind {overnmental events which l'lf'kes Washington the
news center of thii; continent."

·:ne of the most memorable was the dedication

of the Washington Monument on "•'eb1uary 21, lf'85, a day for which old inhabitants
<

had waited thirty-six years. While children ski,ted on Babcock pond to the north
of the Monument, shiver:i.ll[. adults cheered Senator John Sherm,-n's opening announcement

l3 Star, 30 1-by 79, 18 May 80, 1, 26 Jan 89, 1 Jan 9u, 1 Jan 98, 2 Jan 99,
1 Jan 01, 11Rambler,·1 27 Har 21; Cleveland Leader, 11 Apr, 5 Sep 8u; Comrs Rpt,
1899, P• 10, Se::- :')30, 1901, p. li91i, Ser 4118. See also Mrs. John Logan, Thirty

Years in Waahinp;';jn, n.

l1i Cleve)and Leader, 30 ~en R3.

'
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th;,t men rytight keep their h,rts on during the fo:r1nol exerci:;es.

The bitter cold

weather shortened the ceremony Pnc reduced the prayer of the rector of Christ
Church to

•

P

mere ten minutes, hut that nigl.t the fireworks reilected by the snow

covering the city made

P

•
15
m?gnificent spectacle.

Every fourth year increasingzy

P.leborP.te uresidential im,ugurations created i holiclror mood in the city.

for

President Garfield's inaugural parade grand st,nds for the first time lined the
/venue and the newly finished National Museum, .,cene of the inaugural ball,
>

resembled

11

a crystal palace," its rotunda and dom , sparkling with "the whiteness

of electric lirhts" while the rest of the building ,:lowed with "the yellowness
of the thousanrls of gm, burners."

In brilliPnt suns! ine on !"arch h, 1885 ne1>rly

100,000 people watched Grover ClE"veland take the 01>th ,,f office

Democratic Presid1mt since James Buchanan.

,!en clinbed

,1

M'

the first

the roof of the

Caoitol :>nd into the lPp of Horatio Greenough's stc1tue of 1-,,shington, and afterward, as a 25,ono-!":en p?rRde marched up the Avenue, "even the .flags and stre11mers
seemed to be affected by the general contsgion which filled the ;,ir. 1116 Still
l11rgcr crowds welcomed the next two Republicc>n Presidents.

A dom •;our of cold

rain obliged President Rarrison to stand under a dripoing umbrella
his address, but President McKinley in 1897 had the

11

i~

he gave

Clevel11nd weathe1" which a

snow storm hac denied the Ll:lnocrat at his second inaugurai.

17

Washingtoni.>ns on their own staged se·1er<'l impressive celebrations.

In

October 1887 the city arranged an el<'horete welcone for Alexander Shepherd w.·en
he returned on a visit.

The der.onstration h;,d curious over-tones, for of the

15 Ibid,, L Dec 82; Post, 22 Feb 85.
16 Star, 28 F'eh,
17 Post

--·'

5 ?·!ar 11_1, L !far 85;

9 Oct 89, L Hi,r 97.

Clevel,,nd Lel'der, l.i !far 85.
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hundreds of oeople who contributed to it, mi>ny h2d been sharply critical of the
Bof'l'

only fifteen years before.

But it was good advertising for "th!' city which

he olucked from the mire and SE't as a jewel in thP. sight of men, 1118 and most of
his former enemies, their anger quenched by the prosperity of the immediate past,
now accepted Shepherd .is s symbol of "the new Washington. 1119 Three stations of
fire works on Pennsylvania avenue provided brilliant illUl11ination for an hour-long
evening parade.

The entire District militia turned out to ~~rch.

In the wake

of "mounted marshals with white sashes charginP, about" came some five hundred
l!!llddy-booted, overalled workingmen representing the street department. Two
hundred men on bicycles rigged with wire frames on which hung lighted Chinese
lanterns formed another section of the procession.

Every section carried "trans-

parencies" with inscriptions such as ''PopUl2tion 1871, 80,000; 1887, 250,000, 11 o-r
"Washington suggested; Congress sanctioned; ~hepherd made it. 1120 The city held
another home-coming celebration at the end of the Spanish- Pmerican war when the
regiment of the District militia returned from Cuh2.

Flags and bunting draped

from "windows, doors, i>n-l sashes and even chimney tops" set the scene for a
"reception that surpassed anything of a simil11r character ever before known in
the history of the District of Columbia 0 1121
Two years later the city outdid harself in honor of her centennial.
Carefully planned in advance to be solemn rather than boisterous, the celebration
combined customary features with innovations.

In the parade from the White House

18 Star, 7 Oct 87.
19 8entinel. 8 Oct 87, 25 Feb 88; Star, 10, 22 Sep 87.
20 Star, 7 Oct 87.
21 Bee, 15 Oct 98; Star, 2 Jan 99.
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to the Capitol the governor of Rhode Island and his staff rode in automobiles
instead of driving in open carriages behind stove-pipe-hatted coachmen. Follow.i.ng the formal procession came "a number of real centennial-looking vehicles,
manned by the inevitable darky, with ' Express for Hire• scrawled in white chalk
over the sides of the forlorn wagons, and in them the wePry found repose for
1

6nly 10 cents, lady.

Come view de grePt cent 1 ry oarPde fo 1 10 cents. 111 At

the Capitol, the 11 Jvenue entrPnce to the /ftousi/ gPllery wi,s lighted by a suspended device, hearing the words,
incPndescent lamns.

1

CapitPl CelebrPtion, 1900, 1 in blazing

Beneath this was

P

mammoth fmerican flag in colored lights,

which was made by a mechanical device to pale and brighten, to give the flag the
appearance of waving. 1122 The celebration played up the theme of miraculous
change:

a city, for years a grubby village unworthy of the United States, now

the eMbodiment of national greatness, a place of absorbing inte,·est to every
American.
Official society over the years largely kept to its long-established regime
except insofar as the lengthening roster of government officialdom gradually
forced a paring of invitation lists hy
rank.

a

stricter observance of the canons of

In the early 1880 1 s a good-naturedly derisive definition of high society

divided it into three, first the official class, the President and executive
officers, the Army, ?li>vy and C'-0ngress, "second the quPsi-official cl11sP11 and the
diplomatic corps, and "third, the offici;,l clPsi> including residents of Washington,
strangers and visitors."

}ny

well-mannered white oerson, in short, who rieticu-

lously followed the "cPst iron" rules about making calls could be

a

part

or

hover on the fringes of Society. 23 How far he and his wife got beyond the

--·

22 Post 11, 12, 13 Dec oo.
23 Star, 13 Jan, 15 Dec 19, 12, 18 tlov 81, 16, 25 Feb, 15 Mar, 14 Nov 82,
26 Jan 89; :;_;_., ,reland .Leader, ~ ~ep 84.
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circumference was only partly

P

mPtter of rank.

Some leisure and money for

clothes and servants were necesspry adjuncts, but wealth was not essential.
When Senator H. A.

,

w.

Tabor, the Vermont stonecutter who late in life struck it

rich in Colorado silver mining, cast off a first wife and in a sumptuous wedding
at the 1iil1Prd Hotel married a glamorous-looking little blonde, neither his
senatorial rank, his ostentatious spending nor President }--thur's presence at
the ceremony enabled the new groom and his bride to cut a swathe in Washington;
h?d his term in the Senate lasted longer he perhaps might have made progress.
Distinguished family connections helped open doors, but distinction tended to
rest less upon ancient lineage than upon post Civil-War achievement. And whereas
a cabinet officer took precedence over his c~ief clerk, a politician's social
status, particularly after the Civil Service act and repeal of the last sections
of the Tenure of Office act had cut in upon his patronage, might depend almost
as much on his wife's social skills as upon his otm Place in the governmental
hierarchy.

"Society women" remarked the acidulous Emily Briggs, "have politi-

cians for husbands, but not all politicians have society wives. 1124
If the character of politic1.ans did not change, at least observant wives
learned that a display of wealth was a poor substitute for rank, and rank without
su11Ve manners might be a bruised reed upon which to lean.

Non-al coholic state

dinners did not endure after Mrs. Hayes left the White House, but the days when
eightE>en to twenty toasts were the normal accompaniment of formal dinners did
not return, and the quiet tastes of succeeding first ladies, without laying down
fixed rules of behavior, helped to place emphasis upon elegance rather than

24 Star, 31 Dec 84, 16 MPr 85, 11 r,ec 88; Sentinel, 6 tlar 86, 29 Dec 88;
Olivia Letters, P• 413.
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laVishness in official entertaining.

The rich outsider intent on becoming an

insider in Washington discovered the uses not only of the Elite

,

!!•Q•

Register but also of Mrs. Dahleren•s Etiquette

lli! and

the

2.f Social Life in Washington.

Madeleine Vinton Dahlgren, daughter of a noted congressman, widow of a distinguished
ad~iral and from the ePrly 1880 1 s till her depth in 1898 a self-appointed doyenne
of Washington society, doubtlesl' saved many a parvenu from unforgivable blunders.
"No dinner," she warned, "however superb in prandial show, can be agreeable if
the conviv~ are dullards. • • • Uo sordid computation of dollars can buy or
measure the Promethean light of conversational effect.

The 'glad circle' then,

must have this highest requisite. 1125 If such advice was needless for proper
Bostonians or Philadelphians, they too might welcome reminders of how to address
a Russian count or her Britannic Majesty's minister to the United States.
For inevitably the diplomatic corps shed a brilliance that lured to
Washington not only the socially ambitious nouveaux riches but also the most
securely established families of ft.merica's upoer class.

By

the standards of

St. Petersburg or Vienna or London or Berlin or even the Paris of the Third
Republic, official fanfare was slight in Washington.

In the 1870 1 s the newly

appointed young Danish minister had felt disconcerted at his reception when,
arrayed in his scarlet dress uniform and covered with decorations, he had presented
his credentials at the White House.

2

Instead of the battery of gold-encrusted

5 Post, 1 Jan 19, 12 Oct 89, 2, .3, 4 Mar 91; Star, 9 Har 82, .31 Dec 84,
11 Dec 86, 2 Jan 99; Marien Gouverneur, !:2- ! ~member, pp • .371; ~!rs. John
Logan, ed., Thirty Years ~ Washington, pp. 519
; Hrs. Joseph Foraker, ! Woulill
Live It /•gain pp. 186-87; Low, "Washington the City of Leisure," Atlantic Monthly,
LXXXVI, 77.3-7 ; Madeleine Vinton Dahlgren, Etiquette of Social Life ~ \'lashington,
5th ed., 1881, p. 5o. ~ee also Rudolph Keim, Society in Washington, Its Notable
Men, Accomplished Women, Established Customs~ Notable Events, 1887.
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chemberlains he had expected to have usher him in, a Negro by the door hastily
donned
,

8

coat and, with an encouraging wave of the hand, said:

along in, sir.

I'll let them know you're here, sir."

Pfter a considerable

interval the President and the Secretary of State appeared.
dressed in a gray walking suit

Md

"Come right

"Mr. Grant was

wore a colored tie; and Mr. Hamilton Fish

had evidently just come in from a walk, as his turned-up trousers signified. 11
The formalities exchenged, "Mr, Fish at p!U'ting cesually observed that the
weather was fine."

Yet once the young baron had recovered from the shock, he

enjoyed his Washington sojourn.

Scarcely greater formality reigned twenty years

later, and foreign dignitaries, so far from taking offense at the thinness of
ceremonial, usually found it refreshing. 26
Yet subtle changes occurred before 1901.
The opening nineties /Jirote the wife of fenator T'oraker of 0hii/ saw
the old regime, Anglo-Saxon, conservative, making its last stand at the
White House. The Harrisons gathered around them a five best-families
group; women who could give all their time to social perfections undistracted by suffrage, divorce, interior decoration or other extraneities, •
• • We still exchanged recipes, hlld not yet begun to discuss diet ,
except as a delight, chenged our dresses exhaustingly-often during the
day, and were~ altogether, as conventional as a sideboard. It was a
nice period,2,
The first signs of change c2me in 1894 when Great Britain and France acknowledged
the growing importence of the United States in world llffairs by elevating their
legations in Washington to the rank of embassies.

In 1897 Italy followed that

example, and at the end of the Spanish-American war the emergence of the United
States as a prospective colonial power hestened the process which gradually

rnny

26 Lillie de Hegermann-Lindencrone, The
~ide of Dinlomatic Life,
np. 5~6; Logan, Thirty Years in Washington, no 19; ~ummers, ed.~ Cabjnet
Diary of William~• Wilson, PP• 9-101 198,
2 7 Foraker,! Would Live It Again, p. 185.

617
turned Washington into one of the most sophisticated as well Rs one of the most
agreeable cap~tals in the world.

Senators, conscious of the new prestige

attaching to the men who ratified or rejected international treaties, abandoned
the b»oad-brinmed felts and string ties of yester-year and adopted high silk
hats and frock coats as standard day-time attire.

Foreign diplomats came to

look upon a tour of duty in Washington as only less desirable than assignment
to one of the five or six great courts of Europe, while Weijlthy Pmericans wanted
as never before a taste of Washington's delights.
marry a Lord Curz on

Ml

Not every debutante could

had Levi Leiter' s daughter, and the growing dearth of

bachelors in Washington Pll hut put en end to holding balls; but riding, drinking
tea and dining with titled foreigners was part of the social round and added to
its dazzle.

New York's Four Hundred could rarely produce more eligible lards in

a season than could Washington hostesses.

Moreover, as improved printing tech-

niques enabled magazines to publish photographs of silk-hatted big-wigs and
every-day scenes in Washington, popular interest in the life of the capital
heightened.

It took on simultaneously a visible reality and a new romantic

aura that encompasfed not only politic~l personages but everyone privileged to
28
live in the city.
Pmericans unfamiliar with Washington were prone to be curious about the
relationship between "resident" and official society; those whose memory reached
back into Civil W~r days were likely to have heard that self-styled local
aristocrats disdained the society of officialdom.

The Mr. Bonnycastle of Henry

James' story Pandora, though in actuality a character based on Henry Adams, doubtless
seemed to readers in 1884 a portrayal of the Washington blue blood when he suggests

28 Ibid., pp. 187-200; Mrs. William Howard Taft, Recollections of Full Years,
Po 27; Louis A. Coolidge, "On the Streets of the National Capital," Cosmopoil"tan,
XXVIII, Feb 00, pp. 365-76.
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to rls wife that for once they ignore the social niceties in prepering their
guest list; "Hang it ••• let us have some fun--let us invite the Pre'Bident. 1129
Certainly, old Washington families had had little social intercourse with the
<

politicians who took over in the capital during the war and the pout-war era of
bitter partisanship and vulgarity,

But even then the line separating families

firmly rooted in the comnunity from the temporary office holders had not been
drawn sharply and in the course of the nPxt fifteen to twenty ye?rs it faded out
alrtost entirely.JO In 1881 'Mrs. Dahlgren toltl her readers that "in real solidity
of social importance, the resident society must, •• be classed as of the very
elite."

She added, "the old f8!Tlilit>s of Washington have an interest for us which

none other in the land may cll'im, for their social life has gone hand in hand
with that of the n11tion • .,Jl But how old wes old?

By the end of the century

uncertainty blurred the distinction. Third-generation families who from the
first had had money enough 11nd the cultivation to move in upper class circles
were extremely few and, in striking contrast to cities like Pr.iladelphia and
Boston, Wasrir.gton and Georgetown together could muster scarcely eighty wellestablished second-generation families.

The prominent Washingtonian of the

1890 1 s was as likely to be a native of a northern state as of the District of
Columbia.

.£.tl'fOO

Al tho11gh lour out of every five native Lnerican whites in the Di.strict

were born below the Mason-Dixon line, in the upper social brackets Southern
background hPd ceased to weigh heavily.

(See Table III).

-,
29 Henry James, 11P2ndora, 11 in Stories Revived, I, 105; F.E. Hathiessen, ed,,
Henry Ja.mes I Notebook,
JO f Maurice Low, "Washington the City of Leisure, 11 Atlantic Monthly,

LXXXVI, 777.
3l Dahlgren, Etiquette ••• in!!•, pp. 33, 49. The figures of "old families"
are basE.d on a 20 percent sampling of the Washington Social Register of 1900
checked against the City Directory of 1846.
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\-/hen the first Washington Social Register appeared in 1900 it contained
the names of about 2100 f8lllilies.

8ome 820 were those of Army and Navy officers,

high-ranking departmental officials, members of Congress, foreign diplomats and
Americans listed in one of the five other Social Registers who chose to transfer
to riashington for the season.

./lmong the twelve-hundred-odd others named a number

,rere 11 temoorary-pernument11 residents~-Henry Adams, for example, and the diplomat
John W. Foster, Secretary of State under Benjamin Harrison and grandfather of a
later Secretary of State-~ad lived in the city et intervals for twenty to
thirty years without identifying themselves as Weshingtonians.

Over four

hundred of the fixed residents listed were widows or single women.

Of all the

permanent residents included perhaps two-thirds had been relatively new to the
capital when Nrs. Dah~ren wrote of "the very elite."

Yet the omissions from

the negister of 1900 illustrate as well as the inclusions the uncertainty and
flexibility of social status in Washington.

The cultivated Ohio~born John Joy

Edson, a Washingtonian from his Civil-War school days onward, head of a dozen
civic enterprises and president of the Board of Trade in 1900, was left out,
whereas Brainard Warner, whose career in the capital was no longer or more
notable and whose bank account was probably little larger than &Ison' s, was
admitted.

Since the publication of the~ York Social Register in 1884 and of

later counterparts for Philadelphia, Boston, Baltinore and Chicago, socially
ambitious Jlmericans had come to look upon a £OCial Register listing as a key to
the pearly gates on earth; family position, fortified by money but untouched by
scandalous notoriety, was at least theoretically a prerequisite. But inasmuch as
expediency necessitated naming all high-ranking officials in the capital, includ ing every senator irrespective of his forebears, the rules of selection in
Washington lost some of their normal rigidity.

The hope, however illusory, of
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~mloiting that flexibility to Rqueak through the sacred portals drew to
W.:ishington people who

knew

they could not succe::sfully storm the doors elsewhere.

;2

Newcomers tended to think Washington and Georgetown one and the same, as
officially the two indeed were after 1&95.
,nany of

But old Georgetowners, while sharing

\lashington's pleasures, felt themselves differentiated from their

neighbors hy a longer history and closer family ties.

The sense of dignified

antie;uity which prevailed in Georgeto~m heyond the debris-strewn banks of Rock
'::reek was fortunately not a divisive fc!ctor in the lc1rger community; residents
~f the city on one side of the creek admired the 18th-century houses of those on

the f;;r side ~'i.thout resenting their air of detached superiority. 33 If Georgeto,mers preferred Sunday afternoon visiting with each other to mingling with
the elegant throng which promenaded along Connecticut avenue to the accompaniment
of, do0en different languages, Washingtonians took no lese satisfaction ~n ths
cosmopolitan atmosphere of the c~ital.
If few people considered Washington c1 center of creative art, fewer still
found her barren of opportunity.

Certainly nowhere else in the United States

could sculoture be seen in such profusion--at the Capitol in the Hall of statuary,
in the Senate chc1mher adorned after 1886 with a growing array of busts of former
Vice Presidents, in the Corcoran Gallery of /•rt, and in L1 Enfant 1 s specious
circles and squares where, emplaced on imposing pedestals, equestrian bronze or
stone generals and m.:irble stRteemen looked out over the city. Vickie RePm Hoxie,
who when Pn inexperienced school girl had modelled from life

F

head of President

32 Socjal Register, 1900. See also l-'.ariettc1 Minnigerode /ndreus, ~
"t.idi£ \•:indo,L, pp. 101-02 •
33 See Teunis f'. Hl'T1lin, "Historic Houses of Washington," Scribner 1 s
·'.:,1azine, ;nv, no. 3 (Sep 93), p. 475.
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Lincoln, was the only \:ashjngton artist whose work received recognition; her
statue of Admiral Farragut stands in Farragut square.

Nost of the sculpture

unveiled in the last decades of the century fell short of great art, but very
t

little of it was patently inept and none of it was so ludricously bad as Horatio
Po);.

Greenough's togo-clad twenty-ton Washington which by the~eighties public ridicule
had consigned to limbo in the basement of the ~mithsonian. When Henry Adams'
memorial to his wife was unveiled in P.ock Creek cemetery in 1891, the beauty of
1

St. Gmdens simple tranquil figure 1which /1dams called "The Peace of God'~ led
connoisseurs to declare it the finest sculpture in America. At the Corcoran
Gallery of Art both the paintings and the sculpture attEacted visitors if only
because exhibits open free to the general public were still a rarity in America.
Some 90,000 people frequented the gallery in 1880 alone, and their enthusiasm
orohably heightened the reputation of the Corcoran Art School.

William Wetmore

Story, the Pmerican expatriate who supnosedly was Hawthorne's original for the
sculptor in ~Marble Fa.m, when lecturing in Washington in the mid-eighties
remarked upon the rapid improvement in fme"icans' aesthetic taste.

Had he lived

till the end of the century, he might have shared the astonishment of the
Corcoran trustees at the results of an experiment in opening the gallery on
8unday:

a long queue of "wage~earners" formed at the ent"ance long before the

doors opened, and few left before the closing bell sounded.

Among the paintings

"Charlotte Corday" commanded most attention; of the sculpture, Hiram Powers'
"Greek ~lave.

1134

When the new white marble gallery was completed in 1898, archi-

tects and laymen joined in admiring its classical lines, although a segment of the
local public preferred the ornate Renaissance style of the newly finished Library

--------34 Chnrles FairmPn, /rt and Artists of the Nation;,l Caoital, po. 251 ff;
<;tar, 8 Jan 79; Cleveland Leader, 23 J;,n 8u;Post, 1 Mar 97.
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of Congress and in domestic architecture the heavy solidity of the Romanesque
exepiplified in the houses H. H. Richardson built on Lafayette square for Henry
Admns and John Hay.
In music, on the other hi>nd, Washington li>gged behind other big AmPrican
cities.

A week or at most

P

fortnight of ooera presented by companies on tour

was her quota for the season, Pnd occasionally a well-known instrumental soloist

gRve a concert, but professional performRnces were few, and brass bands, church
choirs and choral societies still provided most of the community's music.

Com-

posers, like performing artiste, found little encouragement in a city that lacked

a public concert hall. 'l'hat handicap was surmounted only by the organist and
later the pastor of the Congregational church who composed a nwnber of h;).'llllls and
by John Philip Souse, leader of the Mari.~e Band.

Souse won local fame as a

pol)Ular composer in 1890 when he conducted the first performance of his Washington
Post 1-iarch for

P

gathering of the Washington /•mateur Authors• Association on

the Smithsoilian grounds.

La·ter played at the Chicago World's Fair Pnd at

European courts, the gay March came to be known the world over, but unhappily
for Sousa, before then he had sold the score for 835 to a Philadelphia publisher
and, unhappily for WPshington, he left the Marines in 1892 to start his own band
in New York. 35 Gifted amateurs could only prrtly fill the gap created by the
absence of professional talent.

The Georgetown Pmateur Orchestra, starting in

1882 with thir'l:,y~one instruments, worked up to a hund._,-ed before 1901, and several
churches, notably the Jlsbury and St. Luke's Negro churbhes and the Congregatio!lal
church, had exceptionally well-trained choirs. For a nUlllber of years the German
Saengerbund gave an annuel Lieder concert, and, until the death of the gifted

35 John Philip f'ousa, Marching ~ pp. 115-17; Washington~ History,
op. 339-40; Post !!ill! Ti.J'lles Herald, 3 Jul 58.
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nHarry" Sherman in 1896, the Washirgton Choral Pociety under his direction sang
oratorios, including on one occasion the Elijeh without en orchestra.

,

Beginning

in 18R6 a group of women with some leisure and a serious interest in music formed
the Friday Mornine J-!usic Club.meetine at each others' houses to study and give
private concerts.

By the end of the century, the Club had begun to achieve

professional stature; but only members and guests could hear the concerts.

In

1897 some twenty lfegro women organized the Treble C]ef Club along similar lines
and attained equal competence.

In an era when recordings and Edison phonogranhs

were still an expensive innovation most people had little chance to discover
that listening engendered a taste for music. The city as a whole remained
luke-warm to the ?rt. 36
Literature and writing, however, occupied en irrroortant place in Wrshington•s
life.

The newspapers made much of the city's literary lights, perhaps partly

because some of them were journalists who turned out an occasional novel or play
in addition to their regular colwnns.

Since the Pssociated Press and United Press

services had not yet replaced correspondents for dozens of independent newspapers,
numbers as well as telent kept reporters much .in the public view.

In 1889,

having offended the ftdministration and thus somewhat weakened the;i.r own position.
the leaders of the fraternity organized the Gridiron Club dedicated to giving
an annual dinner which only members, all newspaner men, 8nd three or four
specially inv:l.ted politically powerful guests might attend; yearly thereafter an
anoeymous skit

1

its authorship carefully concealed, neatly and good-naturedly

36 Frank Metcalf,

"History of Sacred l''.usic in the District of Columbia,"
CHS, ~ , XXVII, 17$-202; Star, 1$ Dec 79, 12 flpr 82; Cleveland Leader, 2 }1ay
84; Post, 3 Nov 89, 4 Mer 97; H1>germann-Lindencrone, Sunny~ of Diplom;itic
Life, o. 18; !.. BriPf Hietory of the Friday Morning Music Club 2! Washington,
n.c., (Music Div., L.0); progrBms and notices filed under heading "Washington"
inMusic Div, L.C.
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roasted the guest of honor, and the pledge of secrecy about what went on was
eW:ficiently well-keot to enable the victim to laugh with hie tormentors.
Public uncertainty about who wrote the lines and what punches they had delivered

'

served to endow all correspondents with a reputation for Rabelesian wit. 37
While congressmen and retired generals penned memoirs and treatises on
politics and the Civil War, a flood of verses, essays, short stories and sketches
of life in the capital poured out of Washington into the pages of popular magazines.

£!

Most of it left little permenent /'11.u'k.

Even Joaquil!j Miller, whose Songs

the !'lierras and tales of the wild West seemed to ensure him lasting fame)

might have dropped out of memory had his log cabin on Meridian Hill not survived
as a physical landmark long after he h@d departed. With a hos·i; of writers ready
to participate "literary evenings" became part o.f the social routine.

The

Shakespeare Club, the Circle des Precieuses Ridicules, the Unity Club and a dozen
others held readings and listened to endless lectures. 38 The Boston-born wife
of the Danish minister to the United States in the late seventies had described
a meeting of the W;,shington Liter11ry Society where "lee J1us des ~lus" discussed
the evening's tonic! "The Metmorphisis of Negative Matter." While Mrs.
Dahlgren "who as president, sat in a comfortable ch;,ir with 8l'ITls ·to it" called
for ~=ents, Mme. Lillie Hegermann-Lindencrone, impaled upon a hard cane-bottomed
chair, thought agonizedly of the consequences for her blue velvet gown and
"wondered if negative metter would comprise that."

She felt the evening only

37 Theron c. Crawfor, "The Special Correspondents at Washington,"
Cosmopoli'Gan, XII, Feb 92, pp. J51-6o; Richard v. Oulehan, "Literacy Bookland,
the Gridiron Club of Washington," The Boolanan, XXIII, Apr 06, pPo lh6-52o

38 Star, 8 J.an, 30 Jun 81, 6 Feb, 12 ipr, l Nov 82,

9 Jan, 27 Feb 83;
20 Jan, 2.s'Nov Blt; Post, 4 Nov 89. See especially the list of "literary works
in progre~s," ClevelPnd Leader, 3 Mar 84.

pArtly redeemed by the introduction of positive mfltter in the form of scalloped
oysters 11nd chicken salad.

But in 1Rl10 when General James"• Garfield supplanted

Mrs. Dahlgren as president of the society, the "enchP.nted circle of the Brain
l

Club" encOl'\passed less pretentiousness and the literary exercises became livelier. 39
By no me11ns all of Washington's literary figures were dilettantes or
their writingsof ephemeral interest.

Government scientists turned out enormously

valuable studies, some of which,like Clarence King's Geologicel Exploration of
~

Fortieth Perellel and John Wesley Powell's descriotions of the Colorado

river valley are still clRSfics in their field.

In 1883 Lester Frank Ward

published his epoch-making J'ynamic Rociology)much of it written at his desk at
the Geological Survey; the work of a distinguished,albeit still relatively obscureJ
paleobotanist and paleobiologist1 Ward's presentation of the case for a planned
society and his insi stence that "ideas rule the world of men" struck with telling
40
force.
In the 1890 1 s his Psychic Factors in Civilization and the Outline of
Sociology further developed his social philosophy.

Simon Newcomb, head of the

Naval Observatory, produced not only lucid expositions of complex scientific
problems but two books on political. economy and, for good measure, a romance.
Historians, following in the wake of George Bancroft, made wide uae of the
archival materials in the Libr11ry of Congress, over which the bibliophile,
author and scholar, Ainsworth Spofford pN~ided.

During the 188o•s, Bancroft

himself, then 11n octogenari11n, wrote the History of the Fomstion of the Constitution o f ~ United Rtates and, for rel:ixation1tended the "American Ee.iuty"

39 Lillie Hegerrnffin-Lindencrone, The S ~ Side of Diplometic Life, PP•
16-18; Helen Nicolay, Sixty Years 2f the Washington Literary Society, p:>ssim.

4o A. Hunter Dupree, Science in the Federal Government: !._ History of
Policies and Activities~ 1940, p. 205; Ralph H. Gabriel, The Course of
Americarr Democratic Thought, P• 207.
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rosebushes he hed bred in his garden on H st~ePt.

From Henry ldams 1 study at

16q3 H strePt c?IT!e in 1881 the 1>non:vr1ously published novel Democrpcy, a
satirical commentary on Washington society, c>nd in 1890 his history of Jefferson's

'

and Nadison's administrations.

Next door his intimate friend John Hay took

time out from his collaboration with John Nicolay to write the Breadwinners,
a novel attacking organized lc>bor as he had seen it in Cleveland during the
railroad strike of 1877. ffter the appearance in 1890 of Nicolay's and Hay's
monumentc>l ten-volume Abrah~ Lincoln:!;_ History, Hay confined his writing to
letters and a few pieces of verse, and, while Pdams wandered over the South Seas
and Europe, the houses on H street ceased to bes source of distinguished
literature.
The number of literary women in Woshington frequently astonished vis!btors

0

"One of the lions of the capitPl" was the petite i>uburn-hai:red Frances Hodgson
Burnett who in creating Little~ Fauntleroy imoosed black velvet knee breeches
and lace collars upon a whole generation of rebellious small boys.

James G.

Bl?ine's sister-in-law, the short, stout, rather homely Pbigail Lbclge, still
using the pen name Gail H3!1ilton, in the 1880 1 s wes still turning out lddely
read columns on politics and politicians. The sketches and stories of Mary
Clemmer Ames, best known today for her book,~ Ye<1rs

!E Wsshington, Emily

Briggs' Olivia Letters, Kate Field's witty pieces appearing under the title
"Kate Field's W;,shington" and the writings of half a dozen other newspaperwomen
in ·l;urn co1!11!landed respect.

Forty years of turning out saccharine tales had

shrunk Mrs. &l!IB D. E. H. Southworth I s literary standing but in the nineties
-the works of newer women novelists in 1-lashingi;on had not yet obliterated the·
little Georgetotm widow's work from memory. Her little frame cottage on the

voull.E'er wri":.erc.

S ·-v~· ~l c:i' tt. yoUJ".gPY ~ttl o

3

....

.,.

mowl0d'3e of 1:Jsshinr,ton "c>c::. ,t;y fo· t rt::JTrom l.
:•
t'O<''.!!S

anc5 tLe ,>lays !l)'ld uto:'icr of Jc-n :ie vo1 tl

w or. thsiT 01-m :int:i..tw:t.e

If C.:i•ace L'e.'lio Litchfield' s
Linc'lln, wife of an

eroine:11t

fashington pt.yaicisn, sole the betl;er for .oeing ,ha p:..·od~.:r~s cf soc::.cty matron:..,
~hey merely shared the ½cnei'its M1·s. D;,hlgre>n en;joyeC: in ,n•iting nO'·e:.s 1~i1:i.ch
spoke of high :iociety with ll'lcrc,·ity if no~ much or:lg.'.n1>J.ity.

For the cor:m1.uu:cl-

at ia~-ge the quolity of \Jr~t \'<.!sh5.n[;to:,i wcr.:e"l wrote mis pe"·haps lees :lmportant
than the recognit:lon the rmit of the courr~ry occo1·acd them as au:ch~•s.

41

en:ii:,ists, pointirg rn::t to 'the succeosful ,:,~•of'essional C(ll'eers of norr,cn
in tne cap:i.t:il indeed procln:.meo ,•:ashing-tor., "a special center i'or wor,;en.::
Wl!e:re else in AJ11e1·ica we;•-a ;he worl.s or vornen ar~ists so prol11inently displ"yed
0

s were Vickie Re@ilS ' and

i;J10£e

of ·t;J,.') Ohio ,cul:Y~ress Ce1·olinc Ransom who

modelled ·~wo or the bu:stf1 lor th-, Sen·,te -:rmbo1·'l

In 1890 a g:-oup dedicated

to n-~tie elevation of women" ,r,·g-nizec1 the "Wimc(,iuehsis."
chof'cn to represent wives,

100 the:ra,

""·he society, i'~s

11LlliC

d&uf,hters .ind s,.sters who b0lieved the

"Daun of Woman I s Er.a•; at }'Ian&, plannetl i.o open a building in ;J'oich the lhtionel
Woman Suf'i'.c•age 1,ssociat5.ol' could corvone, or- the ,·iCT'J, the Red Cross 1mder ~ilill
Clzra Illll'ton, the Women' a JJa~.1.onnl Fress · esoci::rticn, the Feder::.tion of Womens 1
:;•.ubs a.'lcl others.
•

Homen 1m1p1.oyed in govel'.'nlllen·~ offi.cec; n:,:,•h;,ps ,relc.:om'!d the

propos.!l, although the yo1;...,; end ;,t-i;,:•:?ctive undcub·~ecl:ty pre.:"errt'd the CO;!!Jlar.;r
of the bachelors with whr-:n ;;l:te ·.r ioo~ or the "cinh,r lt1nches" bi;.:ught '~hem in

co1•sets at the L;,n(l Offl.c',, ,-.re t-,t, li!ed

•., ,:'le ~.1d of the dny 1 ~ wor:; ·~o c~1·e

41 Cleveland Lead<"::, ); A;1 •. C;!; f,tta "c'msd~J.l Goodwin, '''rhe: :.itera;:y Wo1cen
of i~asbin?con," Chatauqu;,n, /.JVII, ,No 6 (<:o.> 99) , pp. 579-86.
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i;bout elev<1tion.

1nd:;_c 1r.'.J:.r

0

n ertabli lJ•''l plrc, in the soci~l world of t,ho

ctµital showed li',;tJ.c into;•e::-t in th,, idea.

t.10

"c;,rcer woman" was st:Ul a

nov-zJ.ty, %11<' .u0ck,1ood and the lact, ne,:sp. per c 01 respondents ;:.o-~wi°011stnndir,eo

.•

Yet women of 111 condi-~ion,, rnd 'ri.!'1ds cc. ·ld }.ead a fuller life in 1fashingtor.

•

tr.an ;j.n :ilraost any other ;'..,J,;rican; c:• ty< oi the -i;:u,ie)12
Among men it

K8f.

perhaps the scie;ri;ists and scholars above all ;rho

found Washington congenial and who !=!dded most 'i;o the variety of the city's
intellectual interests.

1-J11ile generals and ban.'{ers gravita·~ed toward the

Metropolitan Club, notables in a dozen fields of learnir:g gat,hered at the Cosmos
CJ.ub, in the house in which Dolly :Kadlson spent, hor J.ast years.

Four.:ded in 1878

by men who had had a part :'.n l~unching the fhilosophicaJ. 5ociety seven years
befo~-e, the Cosmos Club qu:_ckly becmne the rendezvous of some of ·i;he most

msn
interesting/in .America.

11.ft:?r the rerio<;lel~ of the house in the lllid-eighties

the learned s,,cieties cf i-'arhington usually h<::td their fortnightly mee'Ginge there.
JI few members of the f11c l"i:,ics of the Co"w_.bian and National Unive:,sities m:,de

infrequently ·oecall'e the t·cQ0.p-'f.d accompaniment of, the search_ fpr sollri;ions to
&.; _. ,.--~ ~ .v,~~t,t,if::.1 &.t.-:"·'"' N"\',1,,~a p..,.._._ ,...;c..,,.;.r...,__, .J
':
. , . -b,_,
t. '-»""
'
rY,~-J<'"rf''.
p:cactical pro":>lemso;(-'he ;;h.1llenge of' c.1.-. WO?l' pos:,ible ;_n theilu::·e.ius in,._and
'

----,J•------.. •-----

the 0rojects underway at-.tr:,c·;;ed brillian-t men:

geologists and pE,Ieontolj_g:\.sts

at the Geological Survey ln,~ded first 1'y' Cl::rence King ~nd then by John Wes1ey
)

------ - ---L2 W:un0daughsis, J.eai'ls·~ in Bo;;e,:, ir.sq 1_'.;r, Susan Grir;sby to Sm·ah
P.umpbl·eya, TAug, ;'Oct flt,; Gih :;on-J'>u;,,-,11.-,-,yll ~ ,;1,, ( SHC) •
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Powell; marine biologists pursuing oceenographic studies under the guidance of
~pencer Baird of the Fish Commission; geneticj.s·bs, plant and animal pathologists,
and chemists of the calibre of H1?rvey Wiley in the Department of Agriculture;
mathematicians and ohysicists assembled by Simon Ne-wcomb at the Naval Observatory;

•

and in the 1890's bacter:1.ologists,~ Reed among them, brought together by
Surgeon-General George Sternberg in his reorganization of the Arrrry medical
service.
The intellectuP.l vigor of these men permeated the entire community.
Their versatility was in itself stimulating.

/l,.J. -- --i .. ~<!._Ciwu,...CJ.

.
~~

v-J).~Xic~-z
a..,_

John Wesley Powell,Q'~r ex.ampie";)',

11-,·,;-::1,,.s

rt,:J::f~

a daring, one-armed, red-headed giant, was not only the first white man to

\~, ..,.., a.,

trave~se the length of the dangerous Colorado canyon, an able geologist and the · ; , . 1 ~
M).

,

euthor of the famous x·eport on the arid lands of the West, b u t ~ s o well .,.. ;;:'.,;:;,
~~ ~

(\

versed in Indian languages/that as head of the Smithsonian Bureau of American

p_.,. J.

.,;,,t_

.A

L.

I",._ ,~,._,_.._

f"-

Ethnology in the 1890 1 s he . ~ ; ; a . . ~ ~ the science of
pology in America.

........._ ~--"'1
o.,,,,

im:

,A,,ti4"\.t,'

/u_ ;_ .,.r

cultural anthro-

J

---:-u·

t::;;
r;;,. _;J,;J_

Simon Newcomb, the most eminent Jlmerican mathematician and

1

astronomer of his day, combined personal charm with scientific erudition; the

( Jnt,,;:J~
\ r- J.,01" •

'VJ~~~~
im:~iator of a new system of computing the position of the stars am the mass and)
t;;,.,. ~

motion of the planets, he was also an inspiring lecturer, a lucid teacher and a
prolific writer.

l:f;,.!:t

t~-ttv..
L~

Spencer Baird, who followed Joseph Henry as secretary of tne /

Smithsonian, was at the same time the initiating force behind the Fish Commission's extraordinarily valuable program of marine research.

(, \.',\,~'oth
1

~8!._t>,

At his death,

the secretaryship of the Smithsonian passed to Samuel Langle)r, .whose aeronautical
experiments stirred the pubJ_tc inl8gination even while doubting Thomases ridiculed
the idea of human flight. 43

43 Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, pp. 149-270; Star, 11 Feb 79,
30 Jun 81, 27 :'eb il3; "Scientific Research and the Wational Government," The
Dial, xxrr. Feb 97, pp. 73-75.
-
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From -~hese men ar.d their only 1es¥ femous 1-ssoci::>tes came the spm:'lc
that brought six learnec societies into being in ~hsl1ington be·~ween 1879 and

1893,

Unlike the Philosophic:;il Sociisty which aimed at investigation of"the

positive facts and laws of tho physicel 2nd moral universe," several of the

,.

newer societies ·t-1ere con~erned prllllarily :.;:Ltli the nopularization of science, LI.
The Antrhooological Society ;,omitted "ant:i.quaries" as well as serious students

Laster ~-lard and several other eminent members of th€' Philosophical Society were
active in all three societies and learned mathematicians and physicists were
not 11bove joLtlng the National Geogrophic Society ,;hich made no pretense of
nurturing erudition.
affairs of most

or

Indded the enthusias'~ic par-ticip11tion of laymen in the

-~hese societies, so far from we11kening them, was

P

source of

strength, binding mv.ch of upper--class Hashing-ton into an informal fellowship
of intellectual interests.

Through thei1• published transactions, noreoYer, their

influence reached far beyond the local community into cities whe1•e similar
orga.~izations did not exist.

In order to pool resources for publication and

public lectures, in 1888 a tentative federation evolved, and ten years later
when the Philosophical Society concluded its utility greater than its threat
to pure science, the Washington fcademy of Sciences was born.

Significantly

its first president was Gardiner Hubbru.•d; for Hubbard, though a man of great

,.

cultivation and an exceptioruilly well-informed student of the physics of acoustics
and aeronau•~ics, was not a t1•ained scientist but an arnatemz

in the best sense. LS

L4 Bulletin

of the Philosoph~cel Society of Washington, 187L· Report of~
Comr-ittee froM the Geologic.el Societ,y ~ the history of the Joint C~mrnission of
~ Scientific Societies of Washing-~on.

L5 Hewton D, Baker, Introduction• pp. xix•-•X..'C to Sur.m,er, ed., The Cabinet

Diary

2f William

~. Wilson, 1696-1897 and -pp. 180, 19fl, ?15, 23,3.
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The financit'l genius behind t,h1a: B.. 11 •rel<>phone Comt8"1Y, \ie ;,nd his son-in-law,

the irvertor Alr, xanc Pl' Cir.?'i rn 'lcll, fou1cfod the Ilat:.oml Geographic Society in

.,

-

1888 to p··omo,;e scientifJ.c ,,.p".c,:r:,tion am! tt:tou<;h the nages of a non-techmcaJ.,
orofusely i.llust:r.::ted 'T,'Ji;a7.:i.r~ t,J ekiucs:i..e th

0

-

fmeric;,n nur-1.ic ;,bout remo'Ge n;,1•ts

,

Jf the ear·i..h.

Othel' p1•ivrte Citizens, if TJossessPd of fewor attamnments than

"ubhr:r·d <ird 7<;11, st•,elled ~he- -:mki, of the gifted c1nd fascinating men who gave
life i.n r,asringoon mucl'> o:f' :i.·t.s usau.7.ir,rly satisfying qunli·i..y.
fl~ the turn of ·bhe ccni..ury WashiJig·~on was a city of m;,ny anomolies:

the

voteless capital of a republic:, a centex- of scieptific research which lacked a
(lreal:.. 11nivc1•sity,

a. book~r~oding community, with only

a tiny ill-equipped public

lihrrey, 11 sorcious city :;,-.1 which newcomers cr·owded into boardinghouses and in
,1h5.ch bu~iness opportunities ~-;e)~e so lil'lited th<.>t ambi•l;ious ..irn: sons of well~'~o-do

fa.l'!lilies h:;d to seGlc care.er,'> c-lsewhere lea•vi~ behind '~hem ,in urba:1.c society

atm-tlinf, -~houeh least me;-r~ioned contradiction of all, the first locality below
the i1ason-Dixon line to see sl..vory aboli1;hed and bh•ck men enfranchised,yet

,

where thirty yi:-ar.- later mont wbit,e people successfully ignored the colored third
of the popul,ri;ion e~cept as r source of .,~ni(ll labor.

White residents were more

delighted with Washington's ch:11'l!ls th:m d5.sturbed hy hei• lacks.

Non-elective

officials kep·:. the b;•ori d nvcnues cle,,n :,,nd c.he city orderly; hel:' inl;ellectuol

,,.
.;

vigor was undc21iable and her universities were gro,,ing; Congress at lor..g last had

,'

s,e~ aside Ht. '!err.on squal"e, Jlndrew ~ner,ie h:::d given S:350,001!, for a building

and within a :year or two a11 -:dqquate £.·ce public 1:1.'>,:.:iry .rould b!'! a ~•ea.1H,y;l16
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